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This thesis discusses the concept of social justice in 
the Christian realism developed by Reinhold Niebuhr, with 
consideration of its applicability to the Hong Kong 
context. 
Niebuhr holds the view that human nature is finite but 
free. It is finite in the sense of being part of nature 
and subject to the rhythm of the nature's cycle of birth 
and decay. But the human spirit is free and transcends 
nature. Niebuhr believes that only Christian faith can 
give a complete view of human nature and explain man's 
finiteness and freedom and also his sinfulness. 
Niebuhr maintains that sin is not caused by the contra-
diction of finiteness and freedom of the human situation. 
But this contradiction makes anxiety inevitable, and 
anxiety is the internal precondition of sin. Anxiety 
leads to a false interpretation of man's situation of 
f initeness and freedom. Man is tempted to deny the 
limited character of his knowledge and the finiteness of 
his perspectives as when he committed the original sin. 
Niebuhr identifies "pride" and "sensuality" as the 
consequences of the original sin and his primary concern 
is the expression of sin as pride. Pride takes various 
forms, namely, pride of power, intellectual pride and 
moral pride which includes spiritual pride. 
Of man in the social context, Niebuhr made a distinction 
between love, mutual love and justice in the morality of 
individuals and groups. Love is the highest norm in 
ethics and is the perfection of all virtues. Perfect 
love IS the "sacrificial love" as exhibited by Christ on 
the cross. It cannot be realised in man's sinful con-
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dition on earth. Mutual love is benevolence given by one 
party to another with the expectation that the receiving 
side will return the benevolence. Both love and mutual 
love cannot be institutionalised and can only happen at 
the individual level. As to groups in a community or 
inter-communities in a society, "justice" should be the 
norm in governing relationships. 
In order to bring his ethical disposition into the public 
domain, Niebuhr attempts to develop two theoretical 
strategies that qualify as middle axioms: (1) "the test 
of tolerence" as an orientation to problems of ideologi-
cal conflict, and (2) "the balance of power" as an 
orientation to problems of political organisation. 
The Hong Kong situation is used as a test case for the 
applicability of Niebuhrtheological framework for 
social justice. This thesis examines the Hong Kong situ-
ation from the perspectives of (a) order, (b) liberty and 
equality, (c) the test of tolerance, and (d) the balance 
of power. Although there exist differences in the social 
contexts of America at N i e b u h r t i m e and Hong Kong 
today, Niebuhrtheological framework is of applicabil-
ity to Hong Kong. 
Niebuhrtheological framework recognises the fact that 
Christians are faced with a difficult and painful choice: 
to withdraw into a pure Christian life of pacifism or to 
sacrifice this religious purity in order to influence the 
world. It is only in the Kingdom of God that life will 
be fully integrated and realised. 
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FOREWORD 
The writer has always been perplexed by the relationship 
between Christianity and politics. Questions often flash 
in the writer's mind such as: "Can Christian life be 
integrated with politics?", "What is the impact of 
politics on the Christian faith?" and "Can Christian 
values be reconciled with political wisdom?". 
Christian faith teaches us love, forgiveness and trust in 
God's providence whereas self-interest, will-to-power 
over others and confidence in purely human possibilities 
are manifestations of political wisdom. They are two 
contradicting sets of values, and Christians cannot serve 
two masters. The writer has always been in search of an 
answer. During the class of "Theology and Politics" 
lectured by Dr. Robert Carl, the writer felt that 
Reinhold Niebuhr's Christian realism provides a clue to 
how Christian faith can be practised in a secular 
society. 
Reinhold Niebuhr has a profound insight into the Chris-
tian faith. His social teachings are realistic about the 
necessity for struggle in history and his own "Christian 
realism" attempts to take seriously the limits of politi-
cal and social possibilities. To him, Christians are no 
different from non-believers: all are "fallen" sinners. 
The supra-historical ideals of perfection of the gospel 
cannot be transmuted into simple historical possibil-
ities.* "Perfectionism is bad religion," he said, 
"however much it may claim the authority of the Sermon on 
the Mount."2 Religion is relevant to the world. Jesus' 
ethic of sacrificial love is an ideal, and is"incapable 
of fulfilment in the present existence of m a n " A t an 
• • • 
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individual level mutual love is a possibility, but in 
collective relationship justice is the approximation of 
sacrificial love. Justice is the best possible harmony 
within the conditions created by sin.'* 
Reinhold Niebuhr was always primarily concerned to relate 
the Christian gospel to the realities of the political 
world. The primary issue is how it is possible to derive 
a social ethic from the absolute ethic of the gospels/ 
Christians are called to realize a social political goal 
in history, to seek conditions in which every person can 
realize most fully their God-given capacities and incli-
nations Christians do live an ordinary life and should 
be a realist and not have illusions about social real-
ities."^  
The very essence of politics is the achievement of 
justice through equilibria of power/ and justice is a 
manifestation of the "spirit of brotherhood" in a human 
community. The common hope of Christianity and politics 
is to achieve justice and peace in society, where Chris-
tian faith and politics converge. Christians should be 
bold to face the challenges of social and political 
problems and the inevitable conflict of interests in the 
world, not limiting themselves to purely moral weapons in 
contending against historic injustice.' Sometimes forces 
are required to effect at least a partial mitigation of 
oppression.10 Christians' consciences always rest on 
God's mercy of forgiveness of the mistakes or omissions 
they make owing to perspectival judgements in their 
chosen courses of action. 
This thesis is primarily a theological study of Reinhold 
N i e b u h r c o n c e p t of social justice in his Christian 
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realism by studying the major works of Niebuhr and some 
books about Niebuhr written by scholars and theologians 
who have a deep insight into Niebuhrtheological 
exposition and offer good analysis and criticism on his 
Christian realism. The writer traces the theological 
development of Niebuhr which culminates in Christian 
realism grounded on his Christian anthropology, from 
which the writer goes on to his Christian ethics on 
social justice and his theological framework for social 
justice. At the end, the writer attempts to apply 
Niebuhr's ethical disposition to the Hong Kong context. 
V 
Chapter I 
Reinhold Niebuhr^s Theological Development 
Reinhold Niebuhr (1892-1971) was a prominent and influen-
tial theologian and political philosopher in twentieth 
century America. He was born in Wright City, Missouri on 
June 21, 1892.1 After he finished his studies at Eden 
Seminary and the Yale Divinity School he accepted a 
pastorate at the Bethel Evangelical Church in Detroit in 
1915 where he served for 13 years.2 Afterwards in 1928 he 
started his teaching career in the Union Theological 
Seminary until his retirement in 1 9 6 0 H i s career also 
included serving public office with the U.S. government•^ 
During his teaching career he spent a lot of time writing 
and thinking. His major works were published during this 
period. 
Reinhold Niebuhr began with social gospel liberalism and 
later, when he found it could not provide a solution to 
the contemporary economic and political problems of 
America, he started searching for alternatives. His 
search led him for a while to project a synthesis involv-
ing various elements of Marxism and Christianity. But 
when both his political experience and his deepening 
appreciation for Christian values suggested that this 
synthesis was neither possible nor desirable, he returned 
to his desk and worked out the design for a Christian 
realism, grounded equally in the Augustinianism of the 
Reformation and his own hard-won political wisdom.^ 
Social Gospel Movement 
Social gospel is a movement in American Protestantism 
which began in the 1870s in an attempt to answer chal-
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lenges presented by the abuses of industrialism. It was 
also a corrective to the theological individualism and 
economic conservativism of the churches of the epoch. It 
made an assertion that from the teachings of Jesus Christ 
the institutions of a just social order can be deduced/ 
Social outcries and the humanitarian protests of the time 
contributed to the emergence of the social gospel. The 
labour leaders, socialists, and reformers were attacking 
Christianity as a class religion concerned primarily with 
protecting property and ignoring widespread human misery. 
Moreover, science was eroding the beliefs of the theo-
logical fundamentalism, and the growing recognition that 
the shocking disparities of wealth were not to be cured 
by appeals to middle-class piety. A new interpretation 
of the Christian message was therefore necessary, one 
addressing itself to the changed world and its economic 
problems, such as unemployment. A social order reflect-
ing the fatherhood of God and the brotherhood of man was 
the essential demand of the social gospel. Jesus' 
teachings are the basis of the social and economic order 
and the reformation of all social life" 
The movement gave a new orientation to American Protes-
tantism at the end of the nineteenth century. George D. 
Herron, Dr. George Gale, Shailer Mathews and Walter 
Rauschenbusch were the powers behind the movement. 
Rauschenbusch propounded the appeal and the power for the 
social gospel on the idea that Jesus had provided the 
means whereby society would be constantly and progress-
ively transformed to the Kingdom of God.* 
The social gospel movement climaxed in December, 1908 
when the overwhelming majority of churches of the evan-
gelical tradition formed the National (originally called 
Federal) Council of Churches of Christ in the U.S.A. to 
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secure, as the preamble to its Constitution declared, "a 
larger combined influence for the churches of Christ in 
all matters affecting the moral and social condition of 
the people, so as to promote the application of the law 
of Christ in every relation of human life".' 
The reforms advocated by the exponents of the social 
gospel were gradual ones. Their oversimplified belief in 
the essential goodness of man and in his responsiveness 
to moral suasion, along with their lack of realism to the 
magnitude and complexity of the problems they optimisti-
cally analysed and prematurely "solved" ultimately 
weakened confidence in the social gospel. But its 
activist emphasis and its concern for justice among men 
left a characteristic stamp on American Protestantism and 
affected the thinking of Niebuhr although he attacked its 
political naivete .10 
The Shape of Liberalism 
Various factors in the cultural milieu and intellectual 
climate of the twentieth century continued to discredit 
Protestant orthodoxy and to encourage the rise of liberal 
theology, which dominated the American theological scene 
for the first three decades of the century 
The birth of liberal theology can be traced to the early 
nineteenth century when Protestant scholasticism was in 
dispute due in great measure to the ascendancy of deism 
and rationalism and also to the appearance of revivalism, 
a movement which rejected the dry speculation of the 
scholastics. It did not really meet the problems raised 
by the champions of the Enlightenment. Also on the scene 
was the Kantian synthesis, wherein God and immortality 
were viewed as postulates of moral experience. Theologi-
cal liberalism is viewed as an attempt to conciliate 
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these conflicting forces. F. Schleiermacher is the 
"Father of Liberal Theology" whose ideas about religion 
became the leitmotif for the entire liberal movement. He 
articulated his ideas in Per Christliche Glaube that the 
essence of religion (common to all religions) is the 
feeling or immediate consciousness of being absolutely 
dependent upon God, and that the various religions 
(including Christianity) are peculiar modifications of 
this feeling. For Christians, the attitude of Jesus in 
this regard is exemplary; and religious beliefs, doc-
trines, or dogmas are born from reflection on this 
affective sensibility. 
Other important factors in the formation of the liberal 
movement included higher criticism of the Bible which was 
not viewed as an infallible record of divine revelation 
and the dialectic between religion and science. Among 
Protestants the notions of Darwin were applied widely, 
with the effect of reinforcing the following notions: (1) 
that God is immanent in the world; (2) that Redemption 
consists in a gradual transformation of man from the 
state of a brute to a condition of obedient sons to God; 
(3) that the relation of the Christian religion to other 
religions is to be understood in evolutionary terms." 
There are many different currents of theological liberal-
ism/ but all seem to be specified by two main emphases. 
The first of these consists in an assimilation of the 
theological view of the Enlightenment, which reduced the 
doctrines of faith to religious and moral principles 
capable of being discovered and understood by unaided 
human reason. Such a view is implicit in the thought of 
Schleiermacher who introduced a notion of feeling or 
sentiment as the starting point of religion from which 
doctrines might be derived.^^ 
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The other species of theological liberalism harks back to 
the Hegelian-inspired theory of the Christian religion 
being the fulfillment and crown of the progress of the 
human spirit. They set forth the doctrine of immanence 
in terms that deny the distinction between the natural 
and supernatural. Knowledge of God communicated through 
Jesus Christ is considered no different in kind from any 
other knowledge of divine reality.*^ 
Though there are many types of theological liberalism, it 
is possible to identify characteristics which apply to 
the movement in general. Several of these broad themes 
which were important to Niebuhr include: (1) an emphasis 
upon the authority of experience; (2) an emphasis on 
ethics; (3) a recognition of the importance of man's 
social environment； (4) a confidence in reason; (5) the 
devaluation of the authority of scripture; (6) the 
acceptance of historical investigation of the Christian 
faith; (7) a regard for a dynamic view of history; (8) an 
emphasis upon the humanity of Jesus； and (9) a recogni-
tion of the importance of toleration. The motifs of the 
evolutionary view of nature and history, the immanence of 
God, and the importance of religious experience shaped 
theological liberalism.*^ 
Reinhold Niebuhr's Responses 
Reinhold Niebuhrrelationship to liberalism is one of 
the most interesting and complex aspects of his intellec-
tual development. Four major expressions of liberalism 
are relevant to Niebuhr's thought: political, theologi-
cal, economic, and trust in moral progress in history. 
Niebuhr's polemics against liberalism were directed at an 
optimistic reading of human nature and trust in the 
evolutionary advance of man over moral p r o b l e m s . 口 
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What Niebuhr means by liberalism has been obscured by his 
polemics against historical optimism. In its broadest 
sense it is synonymous for Niebuhr with the democratic 
protest against feudal society. Its purpose is to remove 
the traditional forms of restraint and to stress individ-
ual liberty. He attacked liberalism strongly as an 
optimistic philosophy of life. His major polemics 
against liberalism were directed at its too easy equation 
of history with moral progress.^® The historical optimism 
of the liberal culture contrasts both with classical and 
Christian concepts of history. According to Niebuhr, the 
classical view consigned history to nature's cycles of 
rebirth, growth, and death and found meaning only in a 
postulated realm of eternal ideas or a stoic escape from 
the vicissitudes of history. The Christian view regarded 
history rather statically, not recognizing adequately the 
phenomenon of social change, and taught that history 
could be fulfilled only eschatologically. The modern 
liberal view recognizes growth and social evolution, but 
discusses the Christian hope of eschatological 
fulfillment as illusion and declares that the meaning of 
history is found within history itself. History, or the 
evolutionary process, will usher in a new world of the 
mature man living in a world of nature which he has 
adapted to serve his ends. 
The failure of his liberalism left Niebuhr without a body 
of political doctrine with which he could identify. His 
experience in the industrial conflict in Detroit, a 
growing awareness of the inadequacies of the Social 
Gospel, and contacts with the religiously-inspired 
British socialists led him into socialism in the 1930s. 
The primary response of Reinhold Niebuhr to socialism 
occupied the 1930s and served as a transition stage in 
his move from liberalism to realism. Elements of social-
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ism are present in his early writings. He was influenced 
by his teacher at Yale, Douglas C. Macintosh, who recog-
nized values in Marx's social philosophy and recommended 
them to his students. His work in Detroit had involved 
him in the industrial struggles of the 1920s and had left 
him with a mild form of socialism advocated by represen-
tatives of its progressive centre .21 
Not until the Great Depression^^ and his teaching experi-
ence at Union Theological Seminary did Niebuhr wrestle 
with socialism in a formal, disciplined manner. In New 
York City he encouraged socialist political theory in 
many forms, and he spent the decade of the 1930s weighing 
up its strengths and weaknesses.^ 
Reflection upon the experience of the Great Depression in 
New York City led Niebuhr to abandon hopes for signifi-
cant reform through economic or political liberalism; he 
hoped that the socialists, through effective organisation 
and concentration upon winning congressional seats, could 
rise to power. In late 1929 he urged the socialists to 
abandon dependence on the programs of the Communists and 
the American Federation of Labour. Dismissing laissez-
faire economic theory as a boon to the privileged which 
hindered necessary progress, he advocated the removal of 
major sectors of the economy from private ownership, 
heavier inheritance taxes, increased income taxes, and 
extensive public welfare assistance as the necessary 
ingredients of political reform.^^ 
Niebuhressentially socio-political program was not 
thoroughly informed by Marxism in 1929. He regarded 
Marxist hopes for the justice of the new order as roman-
tic and the hopes of eliciting moral sensitivity from 
violence as illusory. He maintained that there were no 
guarantees that the new order would be more just than the 
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old. His strongly-held pacifist convictions prevented 
him from subscribing to Marxist doctrines of revolution, 
though many of his penultimate goals for society fit 
socialist programs. N i e b u h r u s e of Marxist ideas in 
1932 to criticize the social thought of Rauschenbusch 
indicates how far left he had moved. As the depression 
deepened, Niebuhr was pessimistic about the effects of 
liberal attempts to reform the American system. He 
argued that their middle-class presuppositions had misled 
radical Christians to think that just society could be 
obtained gradually in an evolutionary movement. The 
socio-economic situation of the middle-class reformers 
allowed them to advance their class interests through 
relatively peaceful, democratic means. The political 
theory of the middle class did not adequately account for 
group egotism and the inevitable conflict between the 
dispossessed and the possessor 
In 1932 Niebuhr published his book Moral Man and Immoral 
Society. He criticized liberalism and the social gospel 
in their attitude towards individuals and the society. 
The former takes an optimistic approach to human nature. 
Individual egotism can be constrained by reasoning, and 
the achievement of societal harmony rests on the develop-
ment of reasoning. Therefore the basic approach to 
solving social problems is through moral and educational 
means. The latter believes that the selfishness of human 
nature can be overcome through the good will of Christian 
religion. If everyone practises the teachings of the 
Sermon on the Mount, all human relations can be 
normalised. It does not see the depth and complexity of 
evil in the social situation, nor does it undersand that 
justice or the Kingdom of God can never be fully achieved 
by man in history.^^ 
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Niebuhr criticized these two approaches, both of them 
focusing on individuals and neglecting group interests. 
He claimed they overestimate human nature so that they 
cannot comprehend the real character of political life. 
Niebuhr said it may be possible to establish brotherly 
relations between individuals within a group by moral and 
rational suasion and accommodation, but in inter-group 
relations this is practically an impossibility. The 
relations between groups must therefore always be pre-
dominantly political rather than ethical; that is, they 
will be determined by the proportion of power which each 
group possesses at least as much as by any rational and 
moral appraisal of the comparative needs and claims of 
each group.27 in an interview in 1966, Niebuhr said that 
the Church insists on collective bargaining because it 
knows that "there is a social substance in human exist-
ence and that there is a collective egoism in which you 
have to have a balance of power. A great deal of justice 
depends on an equilibrium of power between organised 
labour and organized management" 
In the late 1930s, Niebuhr outlined his essential agree-
ment with Marxist thought. Marxism furnished an analysis 
of the economic structure of society which was essential-
ly correct. It correctly perceived the conflict between 
the proletariat and the bourgeoisie as inevitable. He 
agreed that private ownership of the means of production 
was the basic cause of periodic economic crises. Marxism 
was right in its judgement that the communal ownership of 
property was a prerequisite of social justice. He 
accepted Lenin's view that capitalism was responsible for 
the economic imperialism which characterized the advanced 
nations. Niebuhr was attracted to Marxism by aspects of 
its mythical content as well as by its realism and its 
social analysis.29 
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The tensions between the law of love and political 
realism understood in Marxist terms, or between a dedica-
tion to political relevance and an independent Christian 
ethic, resulted in an admittedly dualist ethic. Morality 
was viewed largely in terms of the restraint of egoism. 
The egoism of individuals, sharply disapproved by the 
ethic of love, was amenable to religious discipline, 
whereas the egoism of groups was accepted as inevitable. 
"To some degree the conflict between the purest individ-
ual morality and an adequate political policy must 
therefore r e m a i n " N i e b u h r held to the standards of the 
"most uncompromising idealism" for the regulation of 
personal life, but agreed with the achievement of justice 
through the balance of power in the political arena. The 
two moralities are referred to as individual morality and 
social morality or as the moralities of love and of 
justice. The gap between the two approaches is occa-
sionally described as the gap between morals and poli-
tics. The acceptance of a "frank dualism in morals" 
seemed more appropriate to Niebuhr than prematurely 
bridging the differences between the checks on individual 
and social egoism. The gap between individual and social 
morality which Niebuhr emphasized in the 1930s appeared 
so wide because he continued to speak of personal moral-
ity .in perfectionist terms and social morality in terms 
of a Marxist informed socialism. Also, he had not yet 
worked out the relationship between love and justice as 
fully as he would later do.^ * 
But still we cannot say the Niebuhr of this time agreed 
totally with Marxist ideology. The impression we get is 
that he used Marxism to strengthen his criticism against 
liberalism, especially the moral ideals which the lib-
erals would like to realise in political life. Niebuhr 
did not share the Marxist illusion of a society where 
there is no government and in which every one can take 
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without restraint from the common social process "accord-
ing to his need". This "Utopia" completely disregards 
the limitations of a human nature which is imaginative 
enough to enlarge needs beyond minimum requirements and 
selfish enough to feel the pressure of one's needs more 
than the needs of others.^^ Niebuhr's critique of Marxism 
is a thorough going indictment on three levels: (1) the 
failure of Marxism in its embodiment in political insti-
tutions ； ( 2 ) the inadequacy of Marxism as a political 
philosophy; and (3) the dangers of Marxism as a relig-
ion .33 
In 1935 Niebuhr published his book An Interpretation of 
Christian Ethics. The theme of this book is an analysis 
of moral - political relationship. He took the stance of 
Christianity to examine whether the ethic of agape can be 
a standard for political behaviour. His main points are: 
the ethic of love is perfectionist, transcendent and 
cannot be realised in the sinful condition of mankind; 
however, it is an indiscriminate principle of criticism 
over all attempts at social and international justice. 
The relationship of love to justice remained an ever-
present problem in Niebuhrthought. In An Interpreta-
tion of Christian Ethics the principles of equal justice 
are regarded as an approximate expression of the law of 
love, which appropriately belonged to a "world of tran-
scendent perfection". Perfect equality could not be 
fulfilled either, but the principles of equal justice 
were relevant to the world. Love remains a principle of 
criticism of all principles of social morality which in 
turn partially express the demand of love. Love is also 
a possibility for individual expression beyond the 
requirements of social coercion in the political order. 
An Interpretation of Christian Ethics emphasized the 
independence of Christian ethics from culture.^^ 
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The American entry into World War II revealed to Niebuhr 
the inadequacies of his previous understanding of inter-
national politics and the irrelevance of socialist or 
Marxist doctrine to the American scene. His support for 
President Franklin D. Roosevelt's "New Deal" in domestic 
and foreign policies represented a major shift in orien-
tation of Niebuhrpolitical thought. The shift was 
coincidental with the deepening of his theological study. 
He had moved left in politics while moving right in 
theology. Perhaps the move is logically possible, but 
Niebuhr could not correlate his Marxism with his theology 
of world events, and Marxism became an object of his 
criticism 
As a characteristic of Niebuhrthought during the 
193 0s, a Marxist-inspired critique of liberalism went 
beyond the critique he had developed as a liberal in the 
1920s. In the next period of his thought the Marxist 
sources of the critique of liberalism, as well as lib-
eralism itself, are criticized from the perspective of 
Christian theology. 
Marxism provided a realistic perspective on politics and 
filled the vacuum in his political thought left by 
decaying liberalism. It also faded, and there is not a 
single important idea in Niebuhr's developed political 
philosophy that depends upon Marxist philosophy. Some 
ideas from his Marxist philosophy remain, but they have 
found independent justification in his thought.^ His 
rejection of pacifism, for example, had originally 
depended upon a Marxist analysis of the class struggle. 
But the critique of pacifism was developed in theological 
and political terms separate from any Marxist dogma. 
Niebuhrengagement with Marxism was very thorough 
though he never accepted it uncritically. He knew 
thoroughly the thought of Marx, the Marxists, and some of 
12 
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the revisionists; he tried to synthesize Marxist and 
Christian mythology; he accepted large parts of Marxist 
sociology; and he actually worked in a united-front 
organization. After his disenchantment with Marxism, he 
became a penetrating critic of it. He became an advocate 
of a strong United States resistance to the Communist 
threat on the international scene.^^ 
Christian Realism 
As Reinhold Niebuhr's quest for political realism in 
Marxism was in vain, he consequently turned to Christian 
theology as a resource for political philosophy. Theol-
ogy had always been an influence in all of Niebuhr 
earlier writings, but in the late 1930s continued expo-
sure to the faculty of Union Theological Seminary, 
serious study of Augustine, and the responsibility of 
preparing the Gifford Lectures resulted in his relating 
theology and political philosophy more thoroughly. It is 
the phase in which Christian presuppositions were substi-
tuted for Marxist presuppositions in his attack upon 
liberal ism . 
In 1939 Niebuhr was invited to deliver the prestigious 
Gifford Lectures in Edinburgh, Scotland. The occasion 
afforded Niebuhr an opportunity to distill from the 
political and religious tensions of the late 1930s his 
paradoxical vision of human nature. The overall thesis 
of his book The Nature and Destiny of Man was that the 
two central motifs of Western culture, the sense of 
individuality and the conviction of the meaningfulness of 
history, were grounded in the Christian faith. Liberal-
ism had appropriated both motifs but had interpreted them 
inadequately. Niebuhr criticised that the optimism of 
liberalism was due to errors in understanding man and 
history. He had criticized liberalism's view of man 
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before the Gifford Lectures in 1939, but his doctrine of 
man reached its most systematic statement in The Nature 
and Destiny of Man. Marxism, so influential in Moral Man 
_Immoral Society, was of minor importance to the 
constructive side of his thought. He was no longer 
combining Marxism and Christian mythology and, though he 
would concede that Marxism had helped Christians realize 
the resources of their own faith, he criticised Marxist 
illusions as sharply as liberal ones.39 The book came to 
be recognized as Niebuhrmagnum opus, for in it he came 
as close as he ever would to a systematic presentation of 
his practical theology. 
As an ideology of reform, Christian realism emerged from 
Niebuhrdisenchantment with socialism and his growing 
appreciation for the pragmatic style of Roosevelt's "New 
Deal". Niebuhr believed that the "New Deal" had some 
undeniable achievements to its credit: real economic 
recovery and a significant improvement in the condition 
of the American working class. A new era had begun and 
virtually no one wished to go back to the days prior to 
1929. Faced with Roosevelt's success, Niebuhr became a 
champion of "piecemeal reformism" 
In January 1944, after the Yalta conference, Niebuhr 
delivered the Raymond W. West lectures at Stanford. The 
lecture notes were soon published in a book The Children 
of Light and the Children of Darkness. The theme of the 
book is a critique of the traditional theory of democracy 
and an attempt to build a new theoretical foundation for 
democracy. He seriously criticised those who were too 
pessimistic over human nature and underestimated man's 
capacity for justice; such a view would necessarily lead 
to tyranny. He also opposed those who were too optimis-
tic about human nature and built democracy on man's 
rationality and his capacity for justice. He considered 
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the traditional theory of the democracy of the 
liberalists as naive because they were too optimistic 
about the benevolence of man towards his fellow brothers 
and they could not see the chaos and crisis which might 
arise in a society. He was of the opinion that any 
democratic theory without a proper appreciation of the 
essence of human nature is not sound. In his book 
Niebuhr proposed a political philosophy for a free 
society. Man is a creature and also the "image of God", 
a sinner and also a child of God. With this presupposi-
tion man is capable of doing good and also has an incli-
nation to do evil. From this paradox of human nature 
Niebuhr set the tone for Christian Realism in one of his 
best known epigrams which is the foundation of democracy 
in a free society: "Man's capacity for justice makes 
democracy possible; but man's inclination to injustice 
makes democracy necessary • 
The years of vigorous political action and theological 
reflection were interrupted suddenly by a series of 
illnesses which began in 1952. Thereafter his activities 
were restricted, and never again was he able to push 
himself as he had before. The quantity of his writing 
diminished - and some would say the same for its qual-
ity .^ ^ Throughout the period from 1952 until his death in 
1971, Niebuhr was constantly criticizing and revising his 
previous work in suggestive ways. For example, criticism 
of his use of theological terms like "original sin" and 
the misunderstanding of his position which arose from 
such terms caused Niebuhr to regret using them. "Orig-
inal sin" had connotations which obscured the realistic 
portrait of man which Niebuhr wanted to paint. Man's 
Nature and His Communities revealed a slight turn away 
from the language of orthodox theology which offended the 
modern intellectual community•幻 But the insights into 
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man and his communities were not radically different from 
his earlier writings产 
The biographical sketch just given presents only what is 
sufficient to trace the theological development of 
Niebuhr's Christian realism, the central elements of 
which are its understanding of human nature and history 
and its attention to the realities of power. These are 




Reinhold Niebuhranalysis of social problems was based 
on Christian anthropology. He proceeded from the under-
standing of human nature to the comprehension of the 
phenomenon of human behaviour in a society and tried to 
find a workable solution to social problems. But he said 
human nature is difficult to understand: "Man has always 
been his own most vexing problem. How shall he think of 
himself?"1 Therefore, before we go to the context of 
social justice, we first deal with human nature as social 
justice involving inter-personal relationship among men 
in a society. 
1• Introduction 
To clarify his view of man Niebuhr firstly analysed 
modern thinking on human nature. Although different 
schools have different emphases they have the common 
source in rationalism and naturalism. 
The rationalists have their roots in the classical 
view of man comprising primarily of Platonic, 
Aristotelian and Stoic conceptions of human nature. 
They define man as a rational animal and interpret 
reason as the capacity for making general concepts.2 
Their common conviction was that "man is to be 
understood primarily from the standpoint of the 
uniqueness of his rational faculties", that is, "the 
capacity for thought and reason"Rationalists 
recognise man as a rational being who has the 
capacity to overcome or restrain evil impulses. 
Hence they believe that only from the rational 
capacity of man can one understand human nature. 
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The naturalists' view of human nature originated 
from the naturalism of ancient Greek philosophers, 
Democritus (410-370 B.C.) and Epicurus (341-270 
B.C.). Niebuhr believed that the modern culture 
based on the natural sciences belonged to the cat-
egory of naturalism. The naturalists express man as 
primarily a child of nature and therefore the nature 
of man shall be understood primarily from the 
standpoint of his affinity with nature and not from 
the standpoint of the uniqueness of his reason.4 
Niebuhr considered these two theories on human 
nature contradictory and only explaining a part of 
the nature of man. They are too simplistic and too 
sure. Both the rationalists and naturalists in 
their philosophies appreciate man in certain of his 
aspects, but not man in his total import. The 
rationalists do not always understand that man's 
rational capacity involves a further ability to 
stand outside himself, a capacity for self-transcen-
dence, the ability to make himself his own object, 
a quality of spirit which is usually not fully 
comprehended or connoted in reason or any of the 
concepts which philosophers usually use to describe 
the uniqueness of man.^ Niebuhr remarked: "How 
difficult it is to do justice to both the uniqueness 
of man and his affinities with the world of nature 
below him is proved by the almost invarying tendency 
of those philosophies, which describe and emphasize 
the rational faculties of man or his capacity for 
self-transcendence to forget his relation to nature 
and to identify him, prematurely and unqualifiedly 
with the divine and the eternal; and of naturalistic 
philosophies to obscure "the uniqueness of man" / 
Rationalism begins by emphasizing man's freedom and 
transcendence over nature, but ends by losing the 
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individual in the universalities of rational con-
cepts and ultimately in the undifferentiated total-
ity of the divine. Naturalism begins by emphasizing 
natural variety and particularity. But variety in 
nature comes short of individuality. There is no 
place for individuality in either pure mind or pure 
nature. 
Niebuhr pointed out that both the rationalists and 
naturalists cannot suggest a principle of interpre-
tation which can do justice to both the height of 
human self-transcendence and the organic unity 
between the spirit of man and his physical life. 
They interpret man as either essentially reason, 
without being able to do justice to his non-rational 
vitalities, or as essentially vitality without 
appreciating his rational freedom" He attributed 
the errors of modern estimates of man to a common 
source of error: "Man is not measured in a dimension 
sufficiently high or deep to do full justice to 
either his stature or his capacity for both good and 
evil or to understand the total environment in which 
such a stature can understand, and find itself" The 
total environment includes both eternity and time. 
The only principle for the comprehension of the 
whole (the whole which includes both himself and his 
world) is beyond his comprehension. Man is thus in 
the position of being unable to comprehend himself 
in his full stature of freedom without a principle 
of comprehension which is beyond his comprehension.‘ 
This principle is the Christian faith: 
"Man does not know himself truly except as he knows 
himself confronted by God. Only in that confronta-
tion does he become aware of his full stature and 
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freedom and of the evil in him. It is for this 
reason that Biblical faith is of such importance for 
the proper understanding of man, and why it is 
necessary to correct the interpretations of human 
nature which underestimate his stature, depreciate 
his physical existence and fail to deal realisti-
cally with the evil in human nature, in terms of 
Biblical faith".*® 
Niebuhr believed that only Christian faith can give 
a complete view of human nature and explain man's 
finiteness and freedom and also his sinfulness. He 
resorted to the myths of Creation, Fall and Original 
Sin of the Bible to look at the human nature. His 
discussion focused on the three elements of Chris-
tian doctrine of man, namely, man's finiteness, 
man's transcendence and man as sinner: 
"The Christian view of man is sharply distinguished 
from all alternative views by the manner in which it 
interprets and relates three aspects of human exist-
ence to each other: (1) It emphasizes the height of 
self-transcendence in man's spiritual stature in its 
doctrine of “image of God". (2) It insists on man's 
weakness, dependence, and finiteness, on his 
involvement in the necessities and contingencies of 
the natural world, without, however, regarding this 
finiteness as, of itself, a source of evil in man. 
In its purest form the Christian view of man regards 
man as a unity of God-likeness and creatureliness in 
which he remains a creature even in the highest 
spiritual dimensions of his existence and may reveal 
elements of the image of God even in the lowliest 
aspects of his natural life. (3) It affirms that the 
« 
evil in man is a consequence of his inevitable 
though not necessary unwillingness to acknowledge 
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his dependence, to accept his finiteness and to 
admit his insecurity, an unwillingness which 
involves him in the vicious circle of accentuating 
the insecurity from which he seeks e s c a p e " W e 
shall discuss man's finiteness and transcendence in 
this chapter, leaving man as sinner for the next 
chapter. 
2• Man^s Finiteness and Transcendence 
(a) Man's finiteness - Man as creature. Based on 
the first chapter of Genesis, Niebuhr believed 
that the universe and its creatures were cre-
ated by God, including man. Hence man is part 
of nature, "a child of nature, subject to its 
vicissitudes, compelled by its necessities, 
driven by its impulses, and confined within the 
brevity of the years which nature permits its 
varied organic form, allowing them some, but 
not too much, latitude" • 12 
Since man is a creature of God, he is part of 
nature and like other creatures cannot escape 
the rule of nature and he is finite. "The 
self, even in the highest reaches of its self-
consciousness , is still the finite self". 
From his finiteness one can deduce that man 
lives in time and space and is interdependent 
with nature. Man possesses organic impulses, 
having biological and psychological needs. Man 
eats, dresses and dwells and also needs compan-
ionship. Man's existence follows the rhythm of 
nature. One day his body must die. 
Niebuhr attributed the first characteristic of 
man's finiteness to the limitedness of nature. 
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But this finiteness of man is not the origin of 
sin. The Biblical view is that the finiteness, 
dependence and the insufficiency of man's moral 
life are facts which belong to God's plan of 
creation and must be accepted with reverence 
and humility." As the scripture says: "And God 
saw everything that he had made, and behold, it 
was very good" (Gen 1:31). 
Niebuhr opposed strongly the conviction that 
sin comes from the human body or desires or 
impulses. He interpreted Jesus' injunction, 
"therefore I say unto you be not anxious" (Mt 
6:31) to contain the whole genius of the Bibli-
cal view of the relation of finiteness to sin 
in man. It is not his finiteness, dependence 
and weakness but his anxiety about it which 
tempts him to sin. 
Man's natural impulses if prompted to evil ends 
would be destructive. However, impulses also 
have constructive perspectives. Man is endowed 
by nature with organic relations to his 
fellowmen; and natural impulse prompts him to 
consider the needs of others even when they 
compete with his own, for example, man's con-
cern for his offspring, piety and gregarious一 
ness. They all have elements of natural 
impulses. From the moral point of view 
impulses are not sin. Natural impulses, reason 
and religiousness together make up human behav-
iour and make the basis of social solidarity.**^ 
Man as a creature is finite and this is the 
first important thesis of Niebuhr on human 
nature• 
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(b) Man's transcendence - Man as an image of God. 
Man was created by God, like other creatures 
subject to the rules of nature, but man is 
unique from the lower creatures since he was 
made in the image of God and after his likeness 
(Gen. 1:26). Man has freedom and the capacity 
to transcend the temporary process, and the 
ultimate power of self-determination and self-
transcendence . The power of transcendence 
places him so much outside of everything else 
that he can find a home only in God•口 
The Christian Bible does not elaborate the con-
cept of "Image of God" (Imago Dei)• Niebuhr 
followed St. Augustine's doctrine of man. He 
said "Augustine is, in this as in other doc-
trines, the first Christian theologian to 
comprehend the full implications of the Chris-
tian doctrine of man". ** According to St. 
Augustine the interpretation of "the image of 
God" is not only in terms of the rational fac-
ulties of the soul but also including the 
capacity of rising to the knowledge of God and 
(when unspoiled by sin) of achieving blessed-
ness and virtue by reason of subjecting its 
life to the C r e a t o r . M a n possesses "reason, 
understanding, prudence and judgement not only 
for the government of his life upon earth but 
to enable him to ascend even to God and eternal 
felicity" .20 
Niebuhr interpreted man's nature in terms which 
include his rational faculties and his capacity 
to reach beyond himself (transcendence)； he is 
more than a rational creature. For the purpose 
of analysing man's power of transcendence 
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Niebuhr borrowed from Max Scheler's word 
"Spirit" (Geist) to denote this particular 
quality and capacity in man. Because the human 
spirit can transcend itself, therefore it can 
"lift itself above itself as living organism 
and to make the whole temporal and spatial 
world including itself, the object of its 
knowledge" .21 
Niebuhr came to this conclusion: "The essential 
nature of man contains two elements; .... To 
the essential nature of man belong, on the one 
hand, all his natural endowments, and determi-
nations, his physical and social impulses, his 
sexual and racial differentiations, in short 
his character as a creature imbedded in the 
natural order. On the other hand, his essen-
tial nature also includes the freedom of his 
spirit, his transcendence over natural process 
and finally his self-transcendence"In other 
words, finiteness and freedom coexist in man's 
nature. 
Niebuhr emphasised the human spirit, but at the 
same time recognized man's creatureliness and 
liinitedness. Spirit is conceived of as primar-
ily a capacity for and affinity with the 
divine His Christian view of man regards man 
as a unity of God-likeness and creatureliness 
in which man remains a creature even in the 
highest spiritual dimensions of his existence 
and may reveal elements of the image of God 
even in the lowliest aspects of his natural 
life. He concluded: "To understand himself 
truly means to begin with a faith that is 
understood from beyond himself, that he is 
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known and loved of God and must find himself in 
terms of obedience to the divine will. This 
relation of the divine to the human will make 
it possible for man to relate himself to God 
without pretending to be God; and to accept his 
distance from God as a created thing, without 
believing that the evil of his nature is caused 
by his finiteness".24 Also, the unity of spirit 
and body can be emphasized in terms of its 
relation to a Creator and Redeemer who created 
both mind and body. God is thus the only poss-
ible ground of manhood. ^^ 
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CHAPTER III 
Man As Sinner 
1. Temptation and Sin 
In the foregoing chapter we learned from Niebuhr 
that man is finite as a creature and is free in 
spirit. He is part of nature but at the same time 
also transcends the conditions of nature. Man is a 
unity of necessity and freedom, possibilities and 
impossibilities, and body and soul. Man is a 
contradiction of finiteness and freedom, but this is 
not sin: "sin is not caused by the contradiction 
because, according to Biblical faith, there is no 
absolute necessity that man should be betrayed into 
sin by the ambiguity of his position, as standing in 
and yet above nature. But it cannot be denied that 
this is the occasion for his sin".‘ 
While the Bible consistently maintains that sin 
cannot be executed by, or inevitably derived from, 
any other element in the human situation, it does 
admit that man was tempted. In the myth of the Fall 
the temptation arises from the serpent's analysis of 
the human situation. The serpent depicts God as 
jealously guarding his prerogatives against the 
possibility that man might have his eyes opened and 
become "as God, knowing good and evil". Man is 
tempted, in other words, to break and transcend the 
limits which God has set for him. The temptation 
thus lies in his situation of finiteness and free-
dom. But the situation would not be a temptation in 
itself, if it were not falsely interpreted by "the 
serpent". Man committed the first sin because he 
accepted "the serpent's" interpretation of his situ-
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at ion in defiance of God's command. ^  Thus the 
situation of finiteness and freedom in which man 
stands becomes a source of temptation only when it 
is falsely interpreted. This false interpretation 
is not purely the product of the human imagination. 
It is suggested to man by a force of evil which 
precedes his own sin. 
Niebuhr subscribed anxiety as the internal descrip-
tion of the state of temptation: it is the internal 
precondition of sin. Anxiety is the inevitable 
concomitant of the paradox of freedom and finiteness 
in which man is involved. It is the inevitable 
spiritual state of man standing in the paradoxical 
situation of freedom and finiteness. Niebuhr 
explains further that man is anxious not only 
because his life is limited and dependent and yet 
not so limited that he does not know of his limita-
tions. He is also anxious because he does not know 
the limits of his possibilities. He can do nothing 
and regards it perfectly done, because higher 
possibilities are revealed in each achievement. All 
human actions stand under seemingly limitless 
possibilities, although there are limits, it is 
difficult to gauge them from any immediate perspec-
tive.^ 
Niebuhr considered anxiety not as sin, but an 
internal precondition of sin. He quoted 
Kierkegaard's saying "Anxiety is the psychological 
condition which precedes sin. It is so near, so 
fearfully near to sin, and yet it is not the expla-
nation for sin" .4 He made a distinction between 
anxiety from sin partly because it is its precondi-
tion and not its actuality, and partly because it is 
the basis of all human creativity. He said the same 
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action may reveal a creative effort to transcend 
natural limitations, and a sinful effort to give an 
unconditioned value to contingent and limited 
factors in human existence. Niebuhr made an illus-
tration: 
"The parent is anxious about his child and this 
anxiety reaches beyond the grave. Is the effort of 
the parent to provide for the future of the child 
creative or destructive? Obviously it is both. It 
is, on the one hand, an effort to achieve the 
perfection of love by transcending the limits of 
finiteness and anticipating the needs of the child 
beyond the death of the parent. On the other hand, 
as almost every last will and testament reveals, it 
betrays something more than the perfection of love. 
It reveals parental will-to-power reaching beyond 
the grave and seeking to defy death's annulment of 
parental authority"J 
Niebuhr attributed to the paradoxical situation of 
freedom and finiteness that man stands in as the 
cause of anxiety/ and in overcoming anxiety man has 
to make a choice: to trust in God or his own power. 
Temptation comes when man falsely interprets his 
situation of finiteness and freedom in which he 
stands.7 Man is tempted to deny the limited charac-
ter of his knowledge, and the finiteness of his 
perspectives. He pretends to have achieved a degree 
of knowledge which is beyond the limit of finite 
life.' The myth of the Fall tells us how the first 
man was tempted and committed the original sin. 
Given disbelief, man's anxiety brings forth both 
pride and sensuality. Man falls into pride, when he 
claims unconditioned significance for himself7 he 
falls, into sensuality, when he tries to escape from 
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his unlimited possibilities of freedom and from the 
perils and responsibilities of self-determination by 
losing himself in some aspects of the world's 
vitalities.9 However, Niebuhr believed that there is 
always the ideal possibility that faith would purge 
anxiety of the tendency toward sinful self-asser-
tion. The ideal possibility is that faith in the 
ultimate security of God's love would overcome all 
immediate insecurities of nature and history.*® 
Hence freedom from anxiety is a possibility only if 
perfect trust in divine security has been achieved, 
trusting that the insecurities of history, the abyss 
of meaninglessness, and death will be overcome by 
God. As Jesus said, "Be not anxious, for your 
heavenly Father knows that you need of these 
things•” (Mt 6:31,32) But Niebuhr observed that no 
life, even the most saintly, perfectly conforms to 
the injunction "not to be anxious".“ 
From what Niebuhr said above we understand that sin 
has its source in man's wilful refusal to acknowl-
edge the finite and determinate character of his 
e x i s t e n c e M a n desires everything for himself, 
desires to possess or at least to control every-
thing, makes himself the centre of the world, has 
regard for his existence and well-being before 
anything else in the world and is ready to 
annihilate the world to maintain his own self. 
Human egotism makes man forget his limitedness and 
the determinate character of his existence and seek 
safety and security in his own life.13 
In Niebuhr's view, man cannot be in contempt of 
God's creation plan. In his creation plan, man is 
dependent and finite. Man must submit himself 
humbly to this truth, recognizing God is God and man 
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is man. Man can be free from anxiety only in the 
perfect trust in God's security. Man is an individ-
ual but he is not self-sufficing. When man seeks to 
make himself the centre and source of his own life, 
he commits a sin." 
Based on the above analysis Niebuhr considered the 
story of the Fall described in Genesis best capable 
of explaining the sinfulness of man. He did not 
take the Fall as a historical fact but took it as a 
symbol to explain man's situation and his relation 
with God. The serpent, symbol of the devil, tempted 
man to eat the fruit of the tree of the knowledge of 
good and evil: "No! You will not die! God knows in 
fact that the moment you eat it your eyes will be 
opened and you will be like gods, knowing good from 
evil". (Gen. 3:5) Man could not resist the tempta-
tion and ate it and committed the first sin. The 
myth of the Fall told us that sin is the unwilling-
ness of man to acknowledge his creatureliness and 
dependence upon God and his effort to make his own 
life independent and secure. It is the "vain 
imagination" by which man hides the conditioned, 
contingent and dependent character of his existence 
and seeks to give it the appearance of unconditioned 
reality. The sin of man exists in the vanity and 
pride by which he imagines himself to be divine.^^ 
Although the Fall is not an historical fact, what it 
symbolised is a truth to every individual. Niebuhr 
agreed with Augustine on the doctrine of original 
sin but did not see it as a heredity from the first 
parents of man. The actual sin is the consequence 
of the temptation of anxiety in which all life 
stands. He analysed the complexity of the psycho-
logical facts which validate the doctrine of orig-
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inal sin explaining why man sins inevitably, yet 
without escaping responsibility for his sin: "The 
temptation to sin lies in the human situation 
itself. This situation is that man as spirit tran-
scends the temporal and natural process in which he 
is involved and also transcends himself. Thus his 
freedom is the basis of his creativity but it is 
also his temptation. Since he is involved in the 
contingencies and necessities of the natural process 
on the one hand and since, on the other hand, he 
stands outside of them and foresees their caprices 
and perils, he is anxious. In his anxiety he seeks 
to transmute his finiteness into infinity, his 
weakness into strength, his dependence into indepen-
dence. He seeks, in other words, to escape finite-
ness and weakness by a quantitative rather than 
qualitative development of his life. The qualitat-
ive possibility of human life is its obedient 
subjection to the will of God. This possibility is 
expressed in the words of Jesus: �He that loses his 
life for my sake shall find it' (Mt.10:39)". 
2• The Sin of Pride 
Niebuhr identifies "pride" and "sensuality" as 
consequences of original sin, and his primary 
concern is the expression of sin as pride since his 
target audiences were politicians and Christian 
social activists, and the sin of pride is more of 
relevance to them.i? sin has a moral dimension: 
"The Bible defines sin in both religious and moral 
terms •••• The moral and social dimension of sin is 
injustice. The ego which falsely makes itself the 
centre of existence in its pride and will-to-power 
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inevitably subordinates other life to its will and 
thus does injustice to other life" 
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Pride causes injustice to others and this injustice 
is called sin. As sin comes from pride, we have to 
ask what the meaning of pride is. Niebuhr distin— 
guished different forms of pride, which are never 
completely distinct in actual life: pride of power, 
pride of knowledge and pride of virtue.i， These are 
the three forms of pride which will be manifested in 
human behaviour once man does not recognize the 
contingent and dependent character of his life and 
believes himself to be the author of his own exist-
ence, the judge of his own values and the master of 
his own destiny. 
We now come to discuss the various forms of pride 
separately: 
(i) Pride of Power 
Niebuhr classifies pride into two categories: 
the pride which does not recognize human weak-
ness and the pride which seeks power in order 
to overcome or obscure a recognized weakness. 
The first pride of power refers to human ego 
which assumes its self-sufficiency and self-
mastery and imagines itself sure against all 
vicissitudes. This proud pretention is present 
in an inchoate form in all human life but it 
rises to greater heights among those individ-
uals and classes who have a more than ordinary 
degree of social power. This form of pride of 
power is particularly characteristic of indi-
viduals and groups whose position in society is 
or seems to be secure. 
The second form of the pride of power is the 
lust for power, or the will-to-power. It is 
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more obviously prompted by a sense of insecur-
ity. It is the sin of those, who knowing 
themselves to be insecure, seek sufficient 
power to guarantee their security. It is 
particularly the sin of the advancing forces of 
human society in distinction to the established 
forces .21 This form of pride of power arises 
out of insecurity. The ego does not feel 
secure and therefore grasps for more power in 
order to make itself secure. It does not 
regard itself as sufficiently significant or 
respected or feared and therefore seeks to 
enhance its position in nature and in society.22 
Niebuhr went on to say that man's insecurity 
comes from nature and society. Therefore the 
lust for power manifested in nature and 
society. He said "having the intelligence to 
anticipate the perils in which he stands in 
nature and history, he invariably seeks to gain 
security against these perils by enhancing his 
power, individually and collectively.^ 
In the world of nature, the lust for power 
expresses itself in terms of man's conquest of 
nature, in which the legitimate freedom and 
mastery of man in the world of nature is cor-
rupted into a mere exploitation of nature. ^^ 
In society, the will-to-power is to overcome 
people. Niebuhr considered that when man in a 
society feels insecure his ego will seek to 
overcome social insecurity. He said, "Since 
man's insecurity arises not merely from the 
vicissitudes of nature but from the uncer-
tainties of society and history, it is natural 
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that the ego should seek to overcome social as 
well as natural insecurity and should express 
the impulse of ^power over man' as well as 
^power over matter'. The peril of a competing 
human will is overcome by subordinating that 
will to the ego and by using the power of many 
subordinated wills to ward off the enmity which 
such subordination creates" 
This will-to-power involves the ego in injus-
tice and is inevitably involved in the vicious 
circle of accentuating the insecurity which it 
intends to eliminate.^^ In the inter-personal 
and inter-group relationships the "power-over-
man" inclination is a common phenomenon. 
Niebuhr went further to express that the will-
to-power is not only confined to the less 
secure or the advancing groups in society. The 
fact is that the proudest monarch and the most 
secure oligarch is driven to assert himself 
beyond measure, partly by a sense of insecur-
ity. This is due to the fact that the greater 
his power and glory, the more the common moral-
ity of humankind appears to him in the guise of 
an incongruous fate. Furthermore, the more man 
establishes himself in power and glory, the 
greater is the fear of tumbling from his emi-
nence, or losing his treasure.^^ To preserve 
power is to seek more power, since there is no 
level of greatness and power to eliminate 
insecurity and fear 
(ii) Intellectual Pride 
Niebuhr attributed intellectual pride to man 
upholding his knowledge as the absolute truth 
34 
without recognizing his knowledge is limited in 
perspective and biased. He said, "All human 
knowledge is tainted with an 、：Ideological 
taint'. It pretends to be more true than it 
is. It is finite knowledge, gained from a 
particular perspective, but it pretends to be 
final and ultimate k n o w l e d g e " N i e b u h r 
attributed the pride of intellect to the ignor-
ance of finiteness of the human mind and an 
attempt to obscure the conditioned character of 
human knowledge and the taint of self-interest 
in human truth. Man's knowledge is limited by 
time and place, and therefore he is unable to 
define the total human situation without col-
ouring his definition with finite perspectives 
drawn from his immediate situation.^® Intellec-
tual pride is thus the pride of reason which 
forgets that it is involved in a temporal 
process and imagines itself in complete tran-
scendence over history 
He cited the example of ruling oligarchy of 
history which has found ideological pretensions 
as important a bulwark of authority as its 
military power. The political oligarchy very 
often use the ideological pretensions to defend 
their self-interest and treat them as an abso-
lute truth to secure their position.^^ 
Yet intellectual pride is sometimes more than 
the mere ignorance of ignorance, another cause 
is an attempt to obscure the known conditional 
character of human knowledge and the taint of 
self-interest in human truth.^^ 
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Niebuhr explained: "Since human personality is 
an organic unity of its vital and rational 
capacities, rational apprehensions are subject 
not merely to the limits of a finite mind but 
to the play of passion and interest which human 
vitalities introduce into the process. Knowl-
edge of the truth is thus invariably tainted 
with an �ideological taint' of interest, which 
makes our apprehension of truth something less 
than knowledge of the truth and reduces it to 
our truth" 
Niebuhr advanced that man should admit his 
finiteness and that his knowledge is tainted 
with self-interest and has particular locus and 
is partial in perspective. With such a recog-
nition, he hopes improvement can be made. But 
in fact men are so certain of the finality of 
their thought that they betray ignorance of 
their own prejudices and show their pride. 
Niebuhr made an analysis of man's ignorance of 
ignorance and the manifestation of intellectual 
pride. He said there is no manifestation of 
intellectual pride in which the temptations of 
both human freedom and human insecurity are not 
apparent: "If man were not a free spirit who 
transcends every situation in which he is 
involved he would have no concern for uncondi-
tioned truth and he would not be tempted to 
claim absolute validity for his partial per-
spectives. If he were completely immersed in 
the contingencies and necessities of nature he 
would have only his own truth and would not be 
tempted to confuse his truth with the truth. 
But in that case he would have no truth at all, 
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for no particular event or value could be 
related meaningfully to the whole. If on the 
other hand, man were wholly transcendent he 
would not be tempted to insinuate the necess-
ities of the moment and the vagaries of the 
hour into the truth and thus corrupt it. Nor 
would he be prompted to deny the finiteness of 
his knowledge in order to escape the despair of 
scepticism which threatens him upon the admis-
sion of such ignorance" 
Niebuhr pointed out that the philosophers are 
the common victims of the ignorance of their 
ignorance. Each great thinker makes the same 
mistake of imagining himself the final. The 
philosopher imagines himself capable of stating 
a final truth because he has sufficient per-
spective upon past history to be able to detect 
previous philosophical errors. But he is 
unable to recognize the same or similar limi-
tations of perspective in himself which he has 
detected in others. ^^ Niebuhr quoted Karl Marx 
and Friedrich Hegel as examples: "The Marxist 
detection of ideological taint in the thought 
of all bourgeois culture is significantly 
unembarrassed by any scruples about the condi-
tioned character of its own viewpoints.... The 
Marxist pride may be regarded as merely the 
fruit of the ignorance of i g n o r a n c e " I n the 
case of Hegel, he not only proclaimed the 
finality of his own thought but regarded his 
contemporary Prussian military state as the 
culmination of human history.^* 
Niebuhr said, "a particular significant aspect 
of intellectual pride is the inability of the 
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agent to recognize the same or similiar limita-
tions of perspective in himself which he has 
detected in others".^' As St. Paul said, "It 
is yourself that you condemn when you judge 
others since you behave in the same way as 
those you are condemning". (Romans 2:1) 
Niebuhr warned that when the character of the 
pride of knowledge is revealed in politics, the 
universalistic note in human knowledge becomes 
the basis of an imperial desire for domination 
over life which does not conform to it. This 
is the case when the modern religious national-
ist declares that he will save the world by 
destroying inferior forms of culture. This 
will bring forth political injustice•仰 
(iii) Moral Pride 
Moral pride refers to a conditioned self which 
pretends to establish "my good" as uncondi-
tioned moral value which is the unconditioned 
t r u t h T h i s is a sin of self-righteousness. 
Man takes his good as "The Good" and pretends 
to understand what good is. Therefore he 
cannot detect the limitedness, ignorance, 
pretension and self-interest in his moral stan-
dards . Niebuhr pointed out man must recognize 
his moral achievement is conditioned and imper-
fect. Only with this self-consciousness will 
man tolerate and be open with others. Other-
wise, when the self mistakes its standards for 
God's standards it is naturally inclined to 
attribute the very essence of evil to non-con-
forinists. Niebuhr said: "Moral pride is 
revealed in all "self-righteous judgements in 
38 
which the other is condemned because he fails 
to conform to the highly arbitrary standards of 
the self. Since the self judges itself by its 
own standards it finds itself good. It judges 
others by its own standards and finds them 
evil, when their standards fail to conform to 
its own" 
Under the pretension of self-righteousness, 
cruelties and injustices result. Niebuhr said, 
"the sin of self-righteousness is not only the 
final sin in the subjective sense but also in 
the objective sense. It involves us in the 
greatest guilt. It is responsible for our most 
serious cruelties, injustices and defamation 
against our fellowmen. The whole history of 
racial, national, religious and other social 
struggles is a commentary on the objective 
weakness and social miseries which result from 
self-righteousness" 
Niebuhr followed by saying that "the sin of 
pride, when it has conceived, brings forth 
spiritual p r i d e " S p i r i t u a l pride is not a 
specific form of pride but pride and self-
glorification in its inclusive and quintes-
sential form 
From the religious perspective, spiritual pride 
is committed by one who regards his religion 
and religious dogmas as the absolute and other 
religions are heresies or he is more pious and 
righteous than his fellow believers. He 
regards Christ as his judge and seeks to prove 
that the standards and the righteousness of 
Christ bear a greater similarity to his own 
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righteousness than to that of his enemy. 
Niebuhr said, "The ultimate sin is the relig-
ious sin of making the self_deification implied 
in moral pride explicit"，"The worst form of 
self-assertion is religious self-assertion in 
which under the guise of contrition before God, 
He is claimed as the exclusive ally of our 
contingent self".47 The result is religious 
intolerance, in which the particular interests 
of the contestants hide behind religious abso-
lutes . Niebuhr quoted the case of the Indian 
caste system wherein a dominant priestly class 
not only subjects subordinate classes to social 
disabilities but finally excludes them from 
participation in any universe of meaning. This 
is an explicit spiritual pride expressed in 
religious class domination•招 Catholicism 
identifies the church too simply with the 
Kingdom of God. This identification, which 
allows a religious institution, involved in all 
the relativities of history, to claim uncondi-
tioned truth for its doctrines and uncondi-
tioned moral authority for its standards, makes 
it just another tool of human pride/' 
From the perspective of politics, once a ruler, 
whether a dictator or an oligarch, takes his 
moral standard as absolute values, holy and 
unchangeable, he commits a sin of spiritual 
pride. When the ruling class move spiritual 
pride from the religious category to political 
category, they will treat their political will 
as the divine will and their teachings as 
religious dogmas. Their ideology becomes a 
political religion. Religious intolerance 
becomes a political persecution. "Stalin can 
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be as explicit in making unconditioned claims 
as the pope； and a French revolutionist of the 
eighteenth century can be as cruel in his 
religious fervour as the "God-ordained" feudal 
system which he seeks to destroy", said 
Niebuhr产 
In conclusion, Niebuhr believed that man is a 
sinner and the three forms of sin, namely, 
pride of power, pride of knowledge and pride of 
virtue are common to all. These prides are 
closely related to man's political behaviour. 
Especially when he comes to the social justice 
arena, the pride of power is the fundamental 
conception. When a sinful individual or group 
maintains his power by virtue of his own moral 
conviction or standard, the result is that he 





Niebuhr"Christian interpretation" of human nature and 
sin helps us to understand the context of the society we 
live in. It is made up of sinful men who are always in 
a state of anxiety by virtue of his paradoxical situation 
of finiteness and freedom. Men are sinners and also 
children of God, self-giving and self-seeking, having the 
capacity for justice and the inclination for injustice. 
Therefore our view of man should not be optimistic nor 
pessimistic, but realistic. With this realistic approach 
to the structure of a society Niebuhr comes to his 
exposition on the concept of social justice in his Chris-
tian realism. 
1• Love and mutual love 
In the preceding chapters two and three we have 
noted that man is made in the image of God. From a 
moral perspective, the original perfection of man 
existed in a period before the historic Fall. Adam 
was sinless before he acted, and he possessed 
original righteousness or perfection in his essen-
tial nature. But after his first recorded action, 
the original righteousness was destroyed. His 
sinlessness, in other words, preceded his first 
significant action and his sinfulness came to light 
in that action. Niebuhr said this is a symbol for 
the whole of human history.' As the original right-
eousness of man stands, as it were, outside history 
there is no perfect man in history and therefore we 
do not know the meaning of perfection given man's 
sinful condition. Its meaning is only revealed in 
Christ who is the perfect norm of human nature. 
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Niebuhr claimed that "Christ as the norm of human 
nature defines the final perfection of man in 
history. This perfection is not so much a sum total 
of various virtues or an absence of transgression of 
various laws； it is the perfection of sacrificial 
love".2 
As to the content of love, Niebuhr quoted what Jesus 
said: "You must love the Lord your God with all your 
heart, with all your soul and with all your mind. 
This is the greatest and the first commandment. The 
second resembles it: You must love your neighbour as 
yourself". (Mt 22:37-39) To Niebuhr Jesus' command 
of love contains three terms: (a) the perfect 
relation of the soul to God in which obedience is 
transcended by love, trust and confidence ("You must 
love the Lord your God") ； (b) the perfect internal 
harmony of the soul with itself in all of its 
desires and impulses: "With all your heart, your 
soul and your mind"； and (c) the perfect harmony of 
life with life: "You must love your neighbour as 
yourself" 
The commandment of love has three dimensions: 
firstly, man and God; secondly, man and himself; and 
thirdly man and man. In the first relationship, the 
basic requirement of love of God is "faith" and 
"hope" in God. They are a prerequisite of love, 
without which man is anxious and is driven by his 
anxiety into vicious circles of self-sufficiency and 
pride.4 Secondly, the perfect harmony of the soul 
with itself is a derivative of its perfect communion 
with, and love of, God. The sinful soul does 
nothing with all its heart and soul and might. ^  
Thirdly, the love of the neighbour, the perfect 
accord of life with life and will with will, is, in 
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the same manner, a derivative of perfect faith and 
trust in God. Love between man and man is the final 
form of righteousness. It is the final requirement 
of human relations.^ As Jesus said "In truth I tell 
you, insofar you did this to one of the least of 
these brothers of mine, you did it to me". (Mt 
25:40) St. John also said "for he who does not love 
his brother whom he has seen cannot love God". (1 
Jn.4:20) "The Christian doctrine of love is thus 
the most adequate metaphysical and psychological 
framework for the approximation of the ideal of love 
in human life", said Niebuhr" The man and God 
relationship and the internal harmony of the soul 
are the basis to achieve the harmony of the inter-
personal relationship. 
However, what does "love" refer to in the command-
ment, "love your neighbour as yourself"? And what 
is its meaning? In Niebuhr's conception, Christian 
love is sacrificial love (agape) . This love is not 
for one's own self-interest. For the sake of others 
one can even sacrifice his own life. The cross of 
Jesus symbolizes the perfection of sacrificial love. 
Through this love man can be in harmony with God, 
the universe and his fellow members. This is in 
exact opposition to the chaos created by the self-
ishness of man without concern for others.^ 
In Niebuhr's mind, under the norm of "sacrificial 
love" the ethics of Jesus is absolute and uncompro-
mising. Jesus' teachings: "love your enemies" (Lk 
6:27) ； "This is my commandment, that you love one 
another as I have loved you". (Jn 15:12) ； "You 
therefore must be perfect, as your heavenly Father 
is perfect" (Mt 5:48) ； "Do not be anxious about your 
life" (Mt 6:25). All these injunctions are uncom-
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promising. "Love" is universal and is to all. 
Jesus commands us to love one another irrespective 
of nation, race and family, loving each other as 
brothers and sisters. "If you love those who love 
you, what credit can you expect? Even sinners love 
those who love them", is a challenge from Jesus (Lk 
6:32). 
To Niebuhr, the commandment of love can be under-
stood as stating an ultimate condition of harmony 
between the soul and God, its neighbour and itself 
in a situation in which this harmony is not a 
reality. If it were a reality "you shall" would be 
meaningless. If there were not some possibility of 
sensing the ultimate perfection in a state of sin 
the "you shall" would be irrelevant.^ "Love is thus 
the end term of any system of morals. It is the 
moral requirement in which all schemes of justice 
are fulfilled and negated. They are fulfilled 
because the obligation of life to life is more fully 
met in love than is possible in any scheme of equity 
and justice. They are negated because love puts an 
end to the nicely calculated structure of justice. 
It does not carefully arbitrate between the needs of 
the self and of the other, since it meets the needs 
of the other without concern for the self", Niebuhr 
concluded. 
Niebuhr takes the law of love as the highest norm in 
ethics and the perfection of all virtues. However, 
from his understanding of man's nature and the 
observation of his actual behaviour he finds that 
man can never meet its requirements and it is 
impossible to build a society upon the law of love. 
The injunctions "resist not evil", "love your 
enemies", "if ye love them that love you what thanks 
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have you?" "be not anxious for your life," and "be 
ye therefore perfect even as your father in heaven 
is perfect,“ are all of one piece, and they are all 
uncompromising and absolute. The ethic of Jesus is 
an absolute and uncompromising ethic. Jesus' ethic 
of love is an ethic of "love universalism and love 
perfectionism"." 
Niebuhr said, "The absolutism and perfectionism of 
Jesus' love ethic sets itself uncompromisingly not 
only against the natural self-regarding impulses, 
but against the necessary prudent defenses of the 
self, required because of the egoism of others 
It has only a vertical dimension between the loving 
will of God and the will of man. 
Jesus' ethics of love is a pure religious idealism. 
It does not concern itself with social problems and 
has nothing to say about the relativities of poli-
tics and economics, nor of the necessary balances of 
power." It does not give itself to the illusion 
that material and mundane advantages can be gained 
by the refusal to assert your claims to them. It 
may believe, as Jesus did, that self-realisation is 
the inevitable consequence of self-abnegation. But 
this self-realisation is not attained on the level 
of physical life or mundane advantages. It is 
achieved in spiritual terms, such as the martyr‘s 
i m m o r t a l i t y N i e b u h r criticised the Christian 
Utopians' thinking that they can dispense with all 
structures and rules of justice simply by fulfilling 
the law of love, because "the law of love stands on 
the edge of history and not in history, and it 
represents an ultimate and not an immediate possi-
bility" "Love may have to live in history as 
suffering love because the power of sin makes a 
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simple triumph of love impossible".*^ Niebuhr 
insists that Jesus' sacrificial love is beyond the 
capacities of collective man.*^ The ethical demands 
made by Jesus are incapable of fulfilment in the 
present existence of man. ** Therefore we cannot 
formulate a socio-moral policy for a society based 
on Jesus' religio-moral viewpoint.i， He recognises 
a "basic difference between the morality of individ-
uals and the morality of collectives, whether races, 
classes or nations"Love has its origin in relig-
ious belief and appeals more to personal morality 
and sentiment than reason. Therefore love alone may 
not be able to hold the harmony among constituents 
of a society. 
Although the law of love cannot be fully accom-
plished in human behaviour, Niebuhr nevertheless 
concedes that love has a role to play in the moral-
ity of individuals and groups. The law of love 
remains a principle of criticism over all forms of 
community in which elements of coercion and conflict 
destroy the highest type of fellowship. Love is the 
law of life. It is not some ultimate possibility 
which has nothing to do with human history. The 
freedom of man, his transcendence over the limita-
tions of nature and over all historic and tradi-
tional social situations, makes any form of human 
community which falls short of the law of love less 
than the best." 
Christ as the norm of human nature defines the final 
perfection of man in history. It is the perfection 
of sacrificial love. It is an act in history; but 
it cannot justify itself in history. Human pride 
and selfishness prevent the realisation of the law 
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of love. From the standpoint of history mutual love 
is the highest good. Only in mutual love, in which 
the concern of one person for the interests of 
another prompts and elicits a reciprocal affection, 
are the social demands of historical existence 
satisfied. All claims within the general field of 
interests must be proportionately satisfied and 
related to each other harmoniously to achieve a 
tolerable harmony of life with life.22 Mutual love 
is a possibility in a human society but it needs the 
support of sacrificial love. For the self cannot 
achieve relations of mutual and reciprocal affection 
with others if its actions are dominated by the fear 
that they may not be reciprocated. Mutuality is not 
a possible achievement if it is made the intention 
and goal of any action. Sacrificial love is thus 
paradoxically related to mutual love." Mutual love 
is the realisation of sacrificial love in history. 
It takes the contingencies of nature and history and 
the fact of sin into consideration. No historic 
structure of justice can fulfil the law of love, 
Niebuhr said, since man transcends race and nation, 
time and place. No scheme of justice which regu-
lates the interests of China and America, for 
instance, can stop short of affirming the interests 
of the individual in China less than the needs of 
the individual in A m e r i c a But the content of 
mutual love must fall within the principle of 
sacrificial love. 
2• Justice 
In Niebuhr's mind, social life is not everyone being 
expected to live in a state of anarchy according to 
« 
the law of love. Instead, everyone is living in a 
situation in which justice is maintained. Life 
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supports life and life is prevented from destroying 
life and the interests of the one are guarded 
against unjust claims by the other. Love is trans-
muted into justice. Justice refers to a society of 
conflicting interest and power which is controlled 
by an organising centre which balances the different 
interests. A balance of power is something differ-
ent from, and inferior to, the harmony of love. It 
is a basic condition of justice, given the sinful-
ness of man. Such a balance of power does not 
exclude love, without which the frictions and 
tensions among conflicting interests would become 
intolerable. But without the balance of power even 
the most loving relations may degenerate into unjust 
relations, and love may become the screen which 
hides the injustice.^^ "Prophetic Christianity knows 
that the force of egoism cannot be broken by moral 
suasion and that on certain levels qualified har-
monies must be achieved by building conflicting 
egoisms into a balance of power", said Niebuhr 
In collective relationships Niebuhr substitutes 
justice for love. In refutation of modern secular 
and Christian forms of utopianism he argued that the 
.fulfilment of the law of love is no simple possibil-
ity since love is the law of freedom, but man is not 
completely free, and the freedom as he has is 
corrupted by sin. The fact of sin introduces an 
even more stubborn force of corruption into the 
inertia of nature and finiteness. The man who is 
limited by time and place does not merely fail to 
sense the needs of others who live beyond the limits 
of his time and place. He resists the claim of 
their necessities upon his conscience and makes 
demand of his own which are incompatible with their 
interests.27 To him "A harmony achieved through 
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justice is therefore only an approximation of 
brotherhood".28 However, he recognized that the law 
of love, as an indiscriminate principle of criticism 
over all attempts at social and international 
justice, is actually a resource of justice, for it 
prevents the pride, self-righteousness and vindic-
tiveness of men from corrupting their efforts at 
justice.29 And society makes justice its highest 
moral ideal. 
But what is justice and its nature? From Niebuhr 
writings we have the following understanding: 
(a) Justice is not love. It presupposes the con-
flict of life with life and seeks to mitigate 
it. Every relative justice stands under the 
judgement of the law of love but it is also an 
approximation of it Justice is basically 
dependent upon a balance of power. Whenever an 
individual or a group of nations possess undue 
power, and whenever this power is not checked 
by the possibility of being criticized and 
resisted, it grows inordinate. The equilibrium 
of power upon which every structure of justice 
rests would degenerate into anarchy but for the 
organizing centre which controls i t J u s t i c e 
has a negative as well as a positive relation 
to mutual love and brotherhood. It contains 
both approximation of and contradictions to the 
spirit of brotherhood. This aspect of its 
character is derived from the sinful element in 
all social reality. There is a tendency in 
various members of a community to take advan-
tage of each other, or to be more concerned 
with their own weal than with that of others. 
Because of this tendency all systems of justice 
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make careful distinctions between the rights 
and interests of various members of a commun-
ity.33 
(b) Reason induces the content of justice. In the 
discussion of how men come to know the content 
of justice Niebuhr attributes it to the 
rational faculty of men. But on this point his 
stance was not consistent. In his early works, 
he subscribed justice to reason. He said, 
"Harmonious social relations depend upon the 
sense of justice as much as, or even more than, 
upon the sentiment of benevolence. This sense 
of justice is a product of the mind and not of 
the heart. It is the result of reason's 
insistence upon consistency" He used the 
words "the rational principle of justice" and 
"the justice which is prompted by reason", 
"reason ••• can be an instrument of justice", 
"Natural-law theories . . . derive absolutely 
valid principles of morals and politics from 
r e a s o n " However, if we look at his later 
mature works, he advocated that reason only 
discloses the content of justice, and he 
derives justice from the ideal of love. In 
other words the function of reason is consti-
tutive to justice and not originative. He said 
"rules and laws of justice stand in a positive 
relation to the law of love. It is significant 
that the rational element is constitutive 
"•".37 "It is true that reason discloses the 
^moral 
Love is the source of justice. Love is not 
created by reason but has its source in God^ ^ 
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and is given to us as a gift through our faith 
in Jesus Christ and his teachings. 
(c) Justice is a natural law and not love. To 
Niebuhr sacrificial love is a priori and is an 
absolute moral principle. Justice is deriva-
tive from love and is not the fulfilment of 
love. Love is the final norm of justice •如 
Justice is natural law and is relative and not 
absolute. "The positive relation of principles 
of justice to the ideal of brotherhood makes an 
indeterminate approximation of love in the 
realm of justice possible. The negative rela-
tion means that all historic conceptions of 
justice will embody some elements which contra-
dict the law of love. The interest of a class, 
the viewpoint of a nation, the prejudices of an 
age and the illusions of a culture are con-
sciously and unconsciously insinuated into the 
norms by which men regulate their common life. 
They are intended to give one group an advan-
tage over another. Or if that is not their 
intention, it is at least the unvarying conse-
quence" ,Niebuhr said.^* Every society needs 
working principles of justice as criteria for 
its positive law and system of restraints. But 
every historical statement of them is subject 
to amendment • 42 
Other than what has been discussed above on the 
meaning of justice, Niebuhr made his point 
further that "justice in a sinful world is 
actually maintained by tension of competitive 
forces, which is always in danger of degenerat-
ing into overt conflict"幻 and is not a fulfil-
ment of the law of love. Love is both the 
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fulfilment and the negation of all achievements 
of justice in history. He said, "The achieve-
ments of justice in history may rise in inde-
terminate degrees to find their fulfilment in 
a more perfect love and brotherhood; but each 
new level of fulfilment also contains elements 
which stand in contradiction to perfect love. 
There are therefore obligations to realize 
justice in indeterminate degrees； but none of 
the realizations can assure the serenity of 
perfect fulfilment".^ There is no justice in 
a sinful world which can be regarded as finally 
normative. The higher possibilities of love, 
which is at once the fulfilment and the nega-
tion of justice, always hover over every system 
of j u s t i c e T h e r e is, therefore, no historic 
structure of justice which can fulfil the law 
of love .46 
Roger Lincoln shinn made a good summary of the 
relation of justice to love in his article on 
Reinhold Niebuhr: 
"Justice is the attempt to embody something of 
the responsibility of love in human institu-
tions and, with its legal and juridical forms, 
is at best an incomplete embodiment of love. 
And because justice requires enforcement, it 
readily becomes a contradiction to the free and 
voluntary nature of love. Whereas love gives 
freely, justice imposes and enforces obliga-
tions. Thus love and justice interact in a 
continuous dialectic. They need each other: 
love that does not seek justice is unreal love, 
and justice without love is a graceless legal-
ism that is not really just. The two live 
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together in tension, and no formula can relate 
them perfectly • "47 
Niebuhr has three connotations for justice, 
namely, order, liberty and equality. He took 
liberty and equality as principles of justice 
and order as a necessary condition. We shall 
discuss these three concepts in the following 
paragraphs: 
(a) Order 
Niebuhr discussed order in juxtaposition 
with liberty. He considered that order 
and peace are the pre-requisites of a 
human society. Men need order as they 
need liberty. Liberty and order are the 
fundamental necessities of human beings. 
He pointed out that those individualists 
in favour of individualism are biased. To 
him, the order of a community is a boon to 
the individual as well as to the commun-
ity. The individual cannot be a true self 
in isolation. Nor can he live within the 
confines of the community which "nature" 
establishes in the minimal cohesion of 
family and herd. His freedom transcends 
these limits of nature, and therefore 
makes larger and larger social units both 
possible and necessary. It is precisely 
because of the essential freedom of man 
that he requires a contrived order in his 
community.^ 
Man can only realise himself in a commun-
ity. Man requires community because he is 
by nature social and he cannot fulfil his 
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life within himself but only in respon-
sible and mutual relations with his fel-
lows.49 
Order is the precondition of justice. 
Without order there will be no justice. 
Only in a stable orderly society does 
justice exist. 
(b) Liberty 
Liberty is a fundamental principle of 
justice. When Niebuhr mentioned the 
principles of liberty he put equality in 
parallel. Both "equality" and "liberty" 
are recognised by natural law as the 
transcendent principles of justice.^® 
When discussing human nature, Niebuhr 
considers man as a free spirit who can 
transcend himself. Therefore we can take 
the law of love as the moral norm for his 
behaviour. He recognizes the importance 
of freedom in a community: "Man requires 
freedom in his social organization because 
he is essentially free, that he has the 
capacity for indeterminate transcendence 
over the processes and limitation of 
nature. This freedom enables him to make 
history and to elaborate communal 
organisations in boundless variety and in 
endless breath and extent ".s* Both the 
individual and the community require 
freedom so that neither communal nor 
historical restraints may prematurely 
arrest the potencies which are inherent in 
man's essential freedom and which express 
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themselves collectively as well as indi-
v i d u a l l y M a n possesses a free spirit 
and has creative vitality•幻 
Niebuhr said if freedom is a spiritual 
need for man, freedom has the same value 
to a community, because man's creativity 
can be expressed individually or collec-
tively in the form of social realization. 
Therefore community cannot be taken as the 
end of the individual. ^^ The sensitive 
individual has purer and broader ideals of 
brotherhood than any which are realized in 
any actual community. There is therefore 
a constant tension between individual 
conscience and the moral ambiguities of 
communities. Rightly directed, the ten-
sion can be a constant source of power for 
purifying and broadening the justice and 
brotherhood of the community 
Niebuhr emphasised very much on freedom 
but he does not take it as absolute value. 
He criticized capitalism as over 
emphasising freedom, taking it as a value 
or reality in i t s e l f He attacked the 
laissez-faire type of absolute freedom and 
criticized the idea that justice comes 
with freedom.^^ 
Niebuhr pointed out that freedom in cer-
tain aspects is in conflict with order and 
equality. Therefore, it has to be 
restrained properly by equality and 
order.s® He said, "The restraints which 
all human communities place upon human 
56 
impulses and ambitions are made necessary 
by the fact that all man's vitalities tend 
to defy any defined limits. But a proper 
balance between freedom and order must be 
preserved not to hamper individual 
growth" 
(c) Equality 
Equality is Niebuhr's definite norm for 
justice. Especially in the early works of 
Niebuhr, equality is considered as the 
only principle of natural law. He uses 
equality to measure social structures. 
Equality lies at the foundation of justice 
in the sense that every person and every 
function capable of harmony must be 
equally taken into account in framing the 
plan of harmony.^ He treats equal justice 
as the most rational ultimate objective 
for society. He even goes to the extent 
of justifying forces to sanction social 
conflict and violence in order to achieve 
equality, because the aim of society is to 
seek equality for all life.^i 
In his later works Niebuhr did not change 
his attitude. He still considered equality 
as the measurement of justice. Equality 
is a transcendent principle of justice and 
is one of the principles of natural law. 
However, he recognised functionality in 
equalities as being necessary in all 
societies.62 Equality is a pinnacle of the 
ideal of justice and points towards love 
as the final norm of justice. Sometimes, 
the concepts of equality and justice are 
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put together and called "equal justice" 
which is the most rational ultimate objec-
tive for society.® A higher justice 
always means a more equal justice. How-
ever, differences of need or of social 
function make the attainment of complete 
equality in society impossible. He 
recognised that equalitarianism is too 
absolute to meet the needs of a complex 
society and the weakness of human nature." 
No complex society will be able to dis-
pense with certain inequality of privi-
lege. Some of them are necessary for the 
proper performance of certain social 
functions; and others may be needed to 
prompt energy and diligence in the per-
formance of important functions•估 
Inequalities of social function justify 
corresponding inequalities of privilege. 
Inequality of reward is a necessary 
inducement for the proper performance of 
social function.^ 
Niebuhr took equality as the object of 
social justice because equality is a 
rational, political version of the law of 
love;67 equal justice is the approximation 
of brotherhood under the conditions of 
sin.^ Since the law of love demands that 
all life be equally affirmed, the prin-
ciple that all conflicting claims of life 
be equally affirmed is a logical approxi-
mation of the law of love in a world in 
which conflict is inevitable.^' Niebuhr 
maintains that equality is not love. The 
ideal equality is a part of the natural 
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law which transcends existence, but is 
more immediately relevant to social and 
economic problems because it is an ideal 
law, and as law it presupposes a recalci-
trant nature which must be brought into 
submission to it. The ideal of love, on 
the other hand, transcends all law. It 
knows nothing of the recalcitrance of 
nature in historical existence. It is the 
fulfilment of the law. He goes further to 
say that it is impossible to construct a 
social ethic out of the ideal of love in 
its pure form, because the ideal presup-
poses the resolution of the conflict of 
life with life, which is the concern of 
law to mitigate and restrain. As the 
perfect realisation of love is not poss-
ible in the world in which life is in 
conflict with life, the most logical 
modification and appreciation of the ideal 
is the. principle of equality which strives 
for an equilibrium in the conflict"� 
Both the contingencies of nature and the 
sin in the human heart prevent men from 
ever living in that perfect freedom and 
equality which the whole logic of the 
moral life demands. Niebuhr said, "The 
ideal equality will be relativized not 
only by the fortuitous circumstances of 
nature and history, but by the necessities 
of social cohesion and organic social 
life, which will give some men privileges 
and powers which other men lack; and 
t 
finally by human sin, for it is inevitable 
that men should take advantage of privi-
59 
leges with which nature or necessity has 
endowed them and should enhance them 
beyond the limits of the one and the 
requirements of the other" .71 Nature has 
placed a greater biological restraint upon 
the freedom of a woman than upon man, for 
instance. Therefore equality is only a 
guideline for justice and not an absolut-
ism. 
Conclusion 
Niebuhr made a distinction between "love", "mutual love" 
and "justice" in the morality of individuals and groups. 
Love is the highest norm in ethics and is the perfection 
of all virtues. Perfect love is the "sacrificial love" 
as exhibited by Christ on the cross. It is love without 
interest, not expecting reward or reciprocity. It is 
total self-giving. Mutual love is benevolence given by 
one party to another with the expectation that the 
receiving side will return the benevolence. It is love 
with interest and expectation although not necessarily a 
precondition. Both love and mutual love cannot be 
institutionalised and can only happen at an individual 
level. As to groups in a community or inter-communities 
in a society, justice should be the norm in governing 
relationships. One cannot imagine how a collective group 
of individuals with varying interests and priorities can 
love another group of individuals who may have different 
interests. For example, a workers' union cannot talk 
about love with the employers' federation. Obviously 
their interests are different if not opposite. 
Perfect love or sacrificed love is an ideal to mankind 
and sets a standard for mutual love. Mutual love is a 
norm in governing inter-personal relationship for har-
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monious and peaceful co-existence. It is essential to 
maintain a harmonious relationship among individuals in 
a group or community before we can come to justice in a 
society, an enlarged community. 
In individual intimate relationships we can talk about 
love but in collective relationships, one can only talk 
about justice. Love has its origin in religious belief 
and appeals more to personal morality and sentiment than 
reason. Therefore love alone may not be able to hold the 
harmony among the constituents of a society. Living in 
harmony with others means at times man has to sacrifice 
his interest or benefit for the sake of others so that 
the members in the same group or community can live 
together in peace and support each other's needs. 
Harmonious social relations depend upon the sense of 
justice as much as, or even more than, upon the sentiment 
of benevolence. This sense of justice is a product of 
the mind and not of the heart. It is the result of 
reason's insistence upon consistency. Reason makes for 
justice, not only by placing inner restraints upon the 
desires of the self in the interest of social harmony, 
but by judging the claims and assertions of individuals 
from the perspective of the intelligence of the total 
community. Rules and laws of justice stand in a positive 
relation to the law of love, and love is the final form 
of justice. Since society cannot eliminate the weakness 
of human nature which causes injustice, absolute justice 
is impossible. Justice checks power and is an objective 
for political life. A just community must maintain order 
and give liberty and equality to its members. 
3• Middle Axioms 
To make his “independent Christian ethics" of 
practical relevance, Niebuhr attempted to develop 
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certain middle axioms. The term "middle axiom" 
refers to attempts to define the directions in 
which, in a particular state of society, Christian 
faith must express itself and make the connection 
between purely general statements of the ethical 
demands of the Gospel and the decisions that have to 
be made in concrete situations "2 
In The Nature and Destiny of Man. Niebuhr offers two 
theoretical strategies that qualify as middle 
axioms: (1) "the test of tolerance" as an orienta-
tion to problems of ideological conflict, and (2) 
"the balance of power" as an orientation to problems 
of political organization."^ Both of these are 
presented as applications of his theology of his-
tory. 
Niebuhr's doctrine of history began with the Old 
Testament prophetic faith in history as showing 
marks of divine judgement and grace. He qualified 
this with the New Testament belief that history 
finds its fulfillment only in the Kingdom of God 
that is yet to come. Any effort to find the meaning 
of history within history - say, in the triumph of 
a nation or a religion or a social class or even the 
best of projected societies — is error and idolatry. 
Niebuhr affirmed the biblical idea of a linear, 
rather than cyclical, history. But he rejected the 
"heresy," nourished in the Renaissance and the 
Enlightenment, that transmutes the directedness of 
history into faith in progress. There is obvious 
evidence in history of progress in technique, in 
some kinds of rationality, and in social organiz-
ation, but history as a whole is not a progressive 
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story, and its achievements never eliminate the 
threat and presence of sin 
Niebuhr characterized history as the conflict 
between grace and pride. The meaning of this 
conflict is a reflection of Jesus' paradoxical 
teaching about the Kingdom of God. Jesus taught 
"the double confirmation that on the one hand the 
�Kingdom of God has come' and on the other hand 
that the ^Kingdom of God' will come" Transferred 
to the stage of history, these affirmations mean 
that history after Christ is an interim between the 
disclosure of its true meaning and the fulfilment of 
that meaning,76 which is beyond history. In other 
words, a continuous element of inner contradiction 
is accepted as its perennial characteristic. As 
Niebuhr said: "Thus reconstructed, the idea that 
history is an ^ interim' between the first and second 
coining of Christ has a meaning which illuminates all 
the facts of human existence. History, after 
Christ's first coining, has the quality of partly 
knowing its true meaning. Insofar as man can never 
be completely in contradiction to his own true 
nature, history also reveals significant realiz-
.ations of that meaning. Nevertheless history 
continues to stand in real contradiction to its true 
meaning, so that pure love in history must always be 
suffering love. But the contradiction of history 
cannot become man's norms, if history is viewed from 
the perspective of Christ" “了 Just as anxiety is not 
eliminated from human nature, so "contradiction" is 
not eliminated from human history. Therefore no 
human association, Christian or otherwise, can claim 
to have established a perfect society - a Kingdom of 
God - on earth. All such assertions are rejected as 
either "ideological" pretensions or Utopian projec-
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tions. In either case they are emphatically not the 
meaning of Christian eschatologyRobert E. Fitch 
has summarised Niebuhr's philosophy of history as 
consisting of three propositions and a focus. The 
focus is the revelation of wisdom about God and man 
in the events of the life and death of Christ. The 
three propositions are: (1) history has unity by 
faith but not by sight; (2) history cannot be 
redemptive and (3) history provides a disclosure of 
meaning but not a fulfilment of m e a n i n g “ ， 
Niebuhr adopted the thought of St. Augustine of 
Hippo "that the primary issue of life and history is 
the relation of grace to sin, rather than the 
subordinate problem of eternity to t i m e " N i e b u h r 
was of the opinion that the Reformation restored an 
eschatological understanding of the conflict of 
grace and pride. Its doctrine of �justification by 
faith' represents the final renunciation in the 
heart of Christianity of the human effort to com-
plete life and history, whether with or without 
grace.81 This gives modern culture its characteris-
tic insights into "the possibilities and limits of 
man's historic existence" 
The middle axioms apply Niebuhr's anthropological 
categories to the perennial "quest for truth and the 
achievement of just and brotherly relations with our 
f e l l o w m e n " D e n n i s P. McCann said, "Niebuhr 
middle axioms are a result of a theologically 
motivated reading of history and the social 
sciences. His test of tolerance is informed by the 
sociology of knowledge, and his understanding of the 
balance of power by modern political philosophies" 
Niebuhr viewed the political crisis of the 1930s in 
America as a problem of ideological conflict. 
64 
Religious liberals and secular intellectuals had 
failed to understand the demonic aspects of the 
ideological conflict between democracy, socialism, 
and fascism•於 Niebuhr offered a "Christian inter-
pretation" of the problem of ideology in The Nature 
and Destiny of Man and in some of the works that 
followed it 
"The Test of Tolerance" 
In Niebuhropinion ideological conflict ultimately 
is the problem of self-deception played out among 
human communities rather than within the hearts of 
individuals. The basic phenomena of human anxiety 
are common to both. Paradoxically created in the 
image of God, human persons aspire to absolute 
truth, yet can achieve it only partially, 
perspectively. The very structures of human lan-
guage f the limits and possibilities of discourse, 
suggest this rift between human aspiration and 
achievement in the pursuit of knowledge. Inevitably 
this paradox occasions anxious pretensions to 
knowledge of the truth. An ideological taint thus 
pervades all human thought and action.*'' Insofar as 
ideology pretends to an absoluteness that can only 
be understood as "idolatry", Niebuhr has a good case 
for seeing it as a religious problem requiring a 
religious solution. Just as the prophets overcame 
idolatry with faith in the true God, so Niebuhr 
argues that the ideological taint may be overcome in 
moments of prayerful transcendence which rely on the 
shattering power of the grace of Christ.** Prayer 
may produce an "unconditioned mind" that may occa-
sion a religious disinterestedness that will carry 
over into our interested thoughts and actions so 
that it creates some sense of pity and forgiveness 
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for those who contend against our truth and oppose 
our action.89 of themselves these do not resolve 
ideological conflicts; but they may serve to miti-
gate them by absorbing some of the bitterness and 
cruelty that all too often accompany the fanaticism 
of those convinced of their own truth and righteous-
ness.^ Niebuhr understands that this invitation to 
prayer needs some sort of behavioural test which 
will translate the dispositions of pity and forgive-
ness into a perspective for addressing the problems 
of contemporary society. "The test of tolerance" 
provides such a perspective. 
The test of tolerance is based on a typically modern 
awareness of the perspectival character of truth. 
Niebuhr's paradox of finiteness and freedom confirms 
that there is no absolute standard of truth capable 
of adjudicating ideological disputes. An awareness 
of the relativity of perspectives threatens to lock 
society into a cycle of cynicism and fanaticism: a 
cynicism born of despair over the limits of truth, 
matched by a fanaticism bent on denying those 
limits, both of which complicate the practical 
problem of ideological conflict. The test of 
• tolerance is meant to break this cycle: "The test is 
twofold and includes both the ability to hold vital 
convictions which lead to action; and also the 
capacity to preserve the spirit of forgiveness 
toward those who offend us by holding convictions 
which seem untrue to us.'i Both parts of the test 
are important. Neglect of the first part results 
once more in cynicism; neglect of the second, in 
fanaticism. 
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"The Balance of Power" 
Even if the problem of ideology can be mitigated as 
Niebuhr suggests, the conflict of social interests 
remains. Resolving such conflicts requires more 
than a sense of pity as is forgiveness on the part 
of those involved in them. It requires a "structure 
of justice" capable of creating and sustaining human 
community, which successfully avoids the two perils 
of tyranny and anarchy. His middle axiom "the 
balance of power" proposes a solution to it. 
Niebuhrinterpretation of the structures of 
justice is contingent upon his understanding of the 
nature of political power, which in turn is derived 
from his theological anthropology. Thus he locates 
the realities of power within a general interpreta-
tion of the human condition: human nature is a 
paradox of f initeness and freedom, and so human 
capacities to act are limited in various ways； the 
exercise of power therefore is always a synthesis of 
"vitality and reason" involving elements of both 
persuasion and coercion. This anthropological 
reflection suggests two things; first, since no one 
is omnipotent and no one is utterly powerless, the 
exercise of power inevitably occurs within this 
human community; second, the kinds of power are as 
various as the forms of human activity, and likewise 
irreducible to one another. 
The limits and possibilities of human power high-
light the distinctive character of political power. 
Niebuhr said, "Political power deserves to be placed 
in a special category, because it rests upon the 
ability to use and manipulate other forms of social 
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power for the particular purpose of organizing and 
dominating the community 
The balance of power thus assigns to politics the 
special task of creating and maintaining an "organ-
izing centre" capable of orchestrating the vital-
ities of the community without degenerating into 
tyranny or anarchy. The operation of this organiz-
ing centre is described as follows: 
"This centre must arbitrate conflicts from a more 
impartial perspective than is available to any party 
of a given conflict; it must manage and manipulate 
the processes of mutual support so that the tensions 
inherent in them will not erupt into conflict; it 
must coerce submission to the social process by 
superior power whenever the instruments of arbitrat-
ing and composing conflict do not suffice; and 
finally it must seek to redress the disproportions 
of power by conscious shifts of the balances when-
ever they make for injustice" 
Niebuhr's notion of an organizing centre thus 
represents a political theory of government. 
Once established, the organizing centre, or govern-
ment, must constantly readjust this equilibrium in 
the direction of social justice. Since government 
not only maintains the balance of power, but is 
itself a significant factor in it, Niebuhr favors 
those strategies that "embody the principle of 
resistance to government within the principle of 
government itself" Thus the balance-of-power 
principle entails a new vindication of constitu-
tional democracy. 
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An organizing centre must be guided by the ideal of 
justice. Niebuhrmiddle axiom defines direction 
in which justice is to be realized. Since among 
other things "original righteousness" symbolizes a 
brotherhood among all human persons insofar as they 
are "creatures" made in "the image of God", Niebuhr 
understands justice as an ideal of equality. 
Nevertheless, this transcendent ideal is paradoxi-
cal, since our basic equality as persons embodying 
the image of God is accompanied by a host of 
inequalities that not only serve to differentiate us 
as individuals but also to promote the general 
welfare of the human community. Both equality and 
inequality are believed to be the result of God's 
love toward us. As St. Paul said, "There are many 
different gifts, but it is always the same spirit. 
There are many different ways of serving, but it is 
always the same Lord. There are many different 
forms of activity, but in everybody it is the same 
God who is at work in them all" (1 Cor. 12:4-6). 
Consequently, brotherhood cannot mean a strategy 
bent on eliminating differences among human persons, 
but entails instead a communal sense of responsibil-
ity for others. Social justice means the extension 
of this sense of obligation from the immediacy of 
primary relationships, as in the family, to the more 
complex and abstract ties that bind society as a 
whole•贿 It proceeds through an open-ended commit-
ment to expand the scope of "rational calculation of 
the needs of others as compared with our own inter-
ests, " out of a common sense of human decency and 
fairness. Niebuhr believes that this ideal of 
social justice can be approximated most effectively 
by working within the structures of constitutional 
democracy. The balance of power must be directed to 
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this end by politicians and social activists who 




The ADPlicabilitv of Reinhold Niebuhr,s theological 
framework for social justice in the context of contempor-
ary Hong Kong society 
1. Hong Kong Context 
Hong Kong is a colony of Britain until July 1, 1997 
when the government of the People's Republic of 
China will "resume the exercise of sovereignty" over 
Hong Kong. * The government of Hong Kong is headed by 
a Governor who is the representative of the Queen in 
Hong Kong and has ultimate direction of the adminis-
tration of Hong Kong. The Governor is appointed by 
the Queen and derives his authority from the Letters 
Patent passed under the Great Seal of the United 
Kingdom.2 The people of Hong Kong have no say in 
his appointment. In this sense Hong Kong is ruled 
by a "dictator" assisted by the Chief Secretary, the 
Commander British Forces, the Financial Secretary 
and the Attorney-General who are appointed by the 
Governor himself. The Governor is only answerable 
to Britain and not to the Hong Kong people. How-
ever, as Britain is a democratic country, its 
government is answerable to its people on policies 
regarding Hong Kong. Therefore, under the demo-
cratic tradition of Britain, the Governor of Hong 
Kong does pay heed to the opinions of the Hong Kong 
people at times. The degree of acceptance of the 
views of the Hong Kong people depends on what the 
issues are and who the Governor is, some more open 
and some less so. After the signing of the Sino-
British Joint Declaration in 1984,3 the Hong Kong 
government is heading for more democracy in Hong 
Kong. The recent constitutional reform package 
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presented by the Governor, Mr. Chris Pattern, is an 
illustration.4 As to his motives behind it, we do 
not know and it is beyond this paper to speculate.^ 
2• Applicabilitv of Niebuhr's Theological Framework for 
Social Justice in Hong Kong 
Let us now try to interpret the Hong Kong situation 
using the theological framework provided by Chris-
tian realism on the following aspects of social 
justice: (a) the order of society; (b) liberty and 
equality; (c) the test of tolerance; and (d) the 
balance of power. 
(a) The order of society 
Hong Kong is administered by the Hong Kong 
government, and its administration has devel-
oped from the basic pattern applied in all 
British-governed territories overseas. The 
Letters Patent passed under the Great Seal of 
the United Kingdom establish the basic frame-
work of the administration of Hong Kong and, 
together with the Royal Instructions passed 
under the Royal Sign Manual and Signet which 
lay down procedures that must be followed, form 
the "written constitution" of Hong Kong.^ 
The Letters Patent create the office of Gov-
ernor and Commander-in-Chief of Hong Kong and 
require him to observe laws and the instruc-
tions given to him by the Queen or the Secre-
tary of State. They also deal with the consti-
tution of the Executive and Legislative Coun-
cils, and the Governor's powers in respect of 
legislation, disposal of land, the appointment 
of judges and public officers, pardons, and the 
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tenure of office of Supreme Court and District 
Court judges" 
The Royal Instructions deal with the appoint-
ment of Members of the Executive and Legislat-
ive Councils, and the nature of proceedings in 
the Executive Council. They also deal with the 
membership of, and election to the Legislative 
Council, the nature of proceedings there, the 
format of legislation passed by the Council, 
etc. The Standing Orders of the Legislative 
Council, made under the authority of Royal 
Instruction XXIII, provide how bills are to be 
passed 
The law of Hong Kong generally follows that of 
England and Wales. The Application of English 
Law Ordinance was passed in 1966 to declare 
that the common law of England and the rules of 
equity shall be in force in Hong Kong so far as 
they are applicable to the circumstances of 
Hong Kong or its inhabitants.^ 
The Chief Justice of Hong Kong is the head of 
the Judiciary. The Judiciary operates on the 
principle, fundamental to the coinition law sys-
tem, of complete independence from the execu-
tive and legislative branches of government. 
This applies equally whether a dispute is 
between the government and an individual, or 
whether it involves only private citizens or 
corporate bodies.'® 
From the political structure described above, 
one can see that Hong Kong has adopted the 
British rule of law and separation of powers in 
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its constitution.“ Under the law all men are 
equal. The certainty of law and the adminis-
tration of law are upheld. Hong Kong has an 
independent judiciary system. Law and order 
exist without a Western style democracy like 
that in Britain and America. 
(b) Liberty and equality 
In Hong Kong, the basic social and political 
freedoms that people enjoy have always been 
taken for granted. Since 1976, the Interna-
tional Covenant on Civil and Political Rights 
and Economic, Social and Cultural Rights have 
been extended to Hong Kong. The Sino-British 
Joint Declaration guarantees that the provi-
sions of the two covenants as applied to Hong 
Kong shall remain in force after 1997.12 ^he 
formation of unions both for workers and 
employers is allowed under Hong Kong laws. 
Every citizen enjoys the same freedom and right 
irrespective of sex, age, race and wealth.'^ 
Hong Kong citizens are free to move and travel 
without restrictions from the government. 
The Hong Kong government does take positive 
steps to improve the living standard of the 
"less forfunate" people so as to narrow to 
some extent the gap between the poor and the 
rich. Provisions of social welfare services 
and public housing are among the priorities in 
the government's policy. 
Social welfare services, co-ordinated by the 
Social Welfare Department, include providing 
cash assistance to raise the income of needy 
individuals and families to a level where 
74 
essential requirements are met, flat-rate 
allowances for the severely disabled and the 
elderly, old age allowance for those aged 70 
and above, etcetera.*'* 
Public sector flats are being built to meet a 
growing demand of the low income groups for 
them. The Housing Authority, established under 
the Housing Ordinance on April 1, 1973, advises 
the Governor on all housing policy matters, and 
plans, builds and manages public housing 
estates for rent or ownership and temporary 
housing areas. Since 1987, housing units have 
been provided as a supplementary housing 
resource for able-bodied elderly persons who 
are self reliant and independent. 
But as to economic equality this is a grey 
area. The British "hongs" in Hong Kong, like 
Jardine Matheson, Swire Pacific and the 
Hongkong and Shanghai Banking Corporation, 
usually gain business favour from the govern-
ment. These phenomena have become more obvious 
in the recent years. For example, the contract 
to build the "Tsing Ma Bridge" as part of the 
new airport project was awarded to a British-
led consortium, which includes a member of the 
Jardine Matheson Group, against a much lower 
bid of the South Korean giant, Hyundai Engin-
eering and Construction, the difference being 
in excess of $2 billion.^^ Over 68% of the 
multi-million dollar government consultancy and 
construction contracts on the new airport 
projects were given to firms with British 
interest .17 
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But economic inequity is not as serious in Hong 
Kong as it is in some former colonies, for 
example, India and Pakistan and today's Latin 
American countries where exploitation of the 
local economy by the economic powers of the 
imperial countries is commonplace. Local 
people are under grievous economic injustice. 
They are much worse off than the people in Hong 
Kong since their local economy is largely 
dependent on the foreign economic powers. This 
is not the case in Hong Kong. The predominant 
economic play in Hong Kong is now in the hands 
of local entrepreneurs, the British interests 
and to some extent the agents of the Peoples' 
Republic of China 
Relatively speaking Hong Kong people do enjoy 
liberty and, with the prevailing social policy 
of the government, a great degree of equality 
in the territory. Despite governmental favour 
to British, "hongs", the capitalistic economic 
system in Hong Kong does provide opportunities 
for economic advancement to most citizens with 
minimum intervention by the government. 
(c) The Test of Tolerance 
Hong Kong is a pluralistic society with people 
of different races, religions and cultures. 
This steins from the fact that Hong Kong is a 
free port and a free trade centre. Traders 
from any part of the world can come here to do 
business. In this context, Hong Kong people 
are attuned to accommodating different beliefs 
and ideologies and their tolerance is high. 
The various political parties in the Legislat-
ive Council, the law-making body of Hong Kong, 
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respect each other's opposing views and abide 
by majority rule. Freedom of speech and free-
dom of the press are evidence of tolerance. 
Social conflicts are relatively minimal. There 
is no racial confrontation, nor religious 
persecution or any open attack on religions.^® 
On the contrary, leaders of the six major 
religions come together and meet periodically 
to foster co-operation in matters of social 
justice and to pray for peace in the world. 
(They are the Catholic, Protestant, Buddhist, 
Taoist, Islamic and Confucianist churches). 
Hong Kong today can pass Niebuhr' s test of 
tolerance. But as to the toleration of dis-
senting views of the future Hong Kong Special 
Administrative Region government, some politi-
cal critics have expressed doubt .21 
(d) The Balance of Power 
Hong Kong is a colony and not a sovereign state 
and most of the people are apolitical. For a 
long time the ruler and the ruled remained one 
on top of the other with the ruler enjoying 
absolute power. 
In 1967 as an extension of the Cultural Revol-
ution in China, the leftists started very wide-
spread riots in Hong Kong The colonial Gov-
ernment woke up at that point to the danger of 
having a totalling silent mass under it. 
As a response, the City District Officer Scheme 
was- introduced which was the principal means by 
which the government sought to bridge the gap 
between itself and the population. It was an 
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attempt to co-opt local elites and to defuse 
urban discontent before it could gather momen-
tum and find specific political expression.^ 
The Government also recruits the more outspoken 
community leaders into Government sponsored 
committees including the Executive and Legis-
lative Councils, and organises local residents 
into mutual aid committees. 
There was also emerged, not on the initiative 
of the Hong Kong Government, pressure groups, 
led by members of middle class and socially 
aware intellectuals. These pressure groups 
represent various interests and voice the 
grievances and dissatisfaction of the middle 
class and lower income groups on government's 
social, political and economic policies affec-
ting their livelihood or standard of living.之彳 
In more recent years, the Hong Kong Government 
has opened wider the avenues for the expression 
of public opinions. These include City Forums 
held weekly in Victoria Park and phone-in 
sessions on the government channel of the 
radio. 
These developments provide the basis for the 
Government to maintain an equilibrium between 
the conflicting interests in the community. 
In more recent years when Hong Kong is on the 
way to reverting to China in 1997 the Govern-
ment started introducing on a more general 
level the concept of election. It started with 
election to the District Boards in 1982^ ^ and 
then the elected seats in the Legislative 
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Council in 1991. People are thus given a taste 
of politics in Hong Kong. But the political 
climate is not mature yet. The political 
parties are still in their infancy. The number 
of directly elected seats in the Legislative 
Council is only 18 out of a total of 60, a 
minority portion only, and the colonial govern-
ment still leads the administration of Hong 
Kong. The balance of power is therefore not 
maintained through votes in the political 
arena. 
In the economic scene, the government adopts a 
policy of minimum intervention and allows the 
play of the economic laws of supply and demand. 
Workers and employers are given a free hand to 
negotiate their terms. But bowing to economic 
reality, workers are not very united and 
usually divided at the crucial moment and thus 
weaken their bargaining power. The strike of 
the Flight Attendants' Union of Cathay Pacific 
Airway in January, 1993 is a good illustra-
tion. 
Under pressure from the social groups as well 
as in response to the weight of public opinion, 
the government does to some extent give support 
to the workers to maintain a balance of power, 
as advocated by Niebuhr, in order to achieve 
social justice. Legislation is one of the 
means. For example, the government has recent-
ly passed the Occupational Retirement Schemes 
Ordinance on December 31, 1992 to monitor the 
operation of private retirement schemes in Hong 
Kong in order to safeguard retirement benefits 
of employees against the possible exploitation 
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by their employers. The compensation on 
retrenchment or lay-off payable to employees 
laid down in the Employment Ordinance, the set-
up of the Consumer Council as a statutory body, 
and statutory controls on rents and security of 
tenure in private sector housing under the 
Landlord and Tenant (Consolidation) Ordinance 
to give protection to domestic tenancies are 
illustrations of the efforts of the government 
to protect the powerless. 
But the government must be careful not to turn 
Hong Kong into a "welfare state"!? ^t which 
point the businessmen may leave. This will be 
a blow to the economic well-being of Hong Kong. 
The balance of power is a very delicate issue 
and must be handled with care for the common 
good of society. Life is a matter of choice. 
The people in Hong Kong are labelled as "econ-
omic beings" by some business community 
leaders, and the bulk of people may not want to 
fight for their proportion of power if they are 
under the threat of economic loss. The serious 
attack and condemnation against the Governor's 
political reform package, which promises a 
faster transition towards democratisation, by 
the leaders in China have influenced the minds 
of a lot of Hong Kong people, especially those 
in business circles, to go against it.^ ^ Econ-
omic benefits are the top priority for the 
money-conscious Hong Kong people .2， 
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3• Some Reflections 
From the above discussion we can see Niebuhr' s 
theological framework for social justice is of 
applicability in the Hong Kong context: 
(a) Hong Kong is a Chinese society and most of the 
people are non-believers. Christians are only 
a small minority, less than 10% of the popula-
tion.^® Therefore Christianity has little 
impact on the local culture which is Chinese. 
The Chinese view on life is of this world and 
as to what happens after death it does not 
concern them too much nor does the other-
worldliness. People are practical and secular 
and do not go beyond the existence of their 
present life. 
Niebuhr is a most this-worldly theologian. He 
almost never discusses life after death, and he 
has almost no personal interest in mysticism.^* 
His anthropology although rooted in a Christian 
tradition and with perspectival limits does not 
necessarily render his Christian realism irrel-
evant to a Chinese society. His view of human 
nature would probably suggest that he was 
concerned with the aggressive personality and 
its problems. He assumes a high level of 
"vitality" and an almost spontaneous tendency 
to think and act in one's own interests. His 
"human nature" is an active, dynamic "self", 
driven by anxiety, but also capable of a high 
level of personal integration - perhaps a model 
of the successful urban American of his day .32 
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Niebuhranthropology fits well to the Hong 
Kong society which is also predominated by 
aggressive personality of his description. 
(b) Niebuhr insisted on the special character of 
political power and opposed to those theories 
that tend to reduce all forms of power to 
economics. He said, "Political power deserves 
to be placed in a special category, because it 
rests upon the ability to use and manipulate 
other forms of social power for the particular 
purpose of organizing and dominating the com-
munity. Dennis P. McCann traced Niebuhr's 
criticism of "economism" as directed against 
"both liberal and marxist social interpreta-
tions" In fact, such "economism" is the 
central theoretical error that Niebuhr's bal-
ance-of-power axiom is designed to combat.^^ 
But in the Hong Kong situation, separation of 
government and economic power is not feasible. 
Hong Kong is a colony and the colonial govern-
ment has prerogative powers without being 
answerable to the people of Hong Kong. The 
government and the British economic powers are 
closely connected. As David Li Kwok-po, chief 
executive of the Bank of East Asia and Legis-
lative Councillor, commented during an inter-
view, the power nucleus of Hong Kong has been 
long held in the hands of the Jardine and Swire 
Groups and the Hong Kong and Shanghai Banking 
Corporation, the British corporations.^^ The 
overt support of the Jardine Group for Chris 
Patten's political reform also demonstrates the 
82 
close link between the government and the 
economic p o w e r s .37 
In to-day's world we see much more business-
government co-operation to enhance 
competitiveness in the global economy. Even in 
America, two instances show the link or co-
operation between the U.S. government and the 
big corporations. In inid-1992, President Bush 
went to Japan accompanied by the chairmen of 
the three motor giants, namely, General Motors, 
Ford Motor and Chrysler to promote the sale of 
American cars to Japan. In April 1993, Bill 
Clinton,s administration made an announcement 
to explore a joint research program on auto 
projects between the U.S. government and the 
three motor giants.^* 
With today's aviation and telecommunications 
advancement, the world becomes a smaller market 
place. Market information passes on faster and 
the market becomes more perfect, as a result of 
which competition is more keen. The newly-
industrialised countries like Hong Kong, 
Singapore, Taiwan, Thailand and South Korea are 
developing very fast producing very price-com-
petitive lower-end goods. Japan is surpassing 
Western countries in industrial production, 
producing higher-end products like motor cars 
and computers. With this new market situation 
which is different from Niebuhr's time, the 
U.S. economy is under tremendous threat and so 
co-operation between the government and econ-
omic powers is not undesirable if it does good 
to the economy of the country. 
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Niebuhr‘s image of government as a referee 
among competing economic interest groups may be 
outdated. But Niebuhr would have some warnings 
for us in this new situation. Business-govern-
ment alliances can be very powerful, overwhelm-
ing the interests of labour, the media, envi-
ronmental groups, religious groups, etcetera. 
There needs to be mechanisms to protect us from 
the total concentration of wealth that busi-
ness-government alliances can muster.^' Niebuhr 
would consider that democracy and separation of 
powers幼 are the most appropriate mechanisms. 
(c) All in all, Niebuhr's theological framework in 
his Christian realism is of applicability to 
the Hong Kong situation. His concept of social 
justice reminds the social activists today of 
the resources of Christian faith for social 
action. They should preserve the existing 
"rough justice"'** in Hong Kong and strive 
towards a better society for the local people 




Reinhold Niebuhr is a Christian realist and his Christian 
realism was intended to provide a theological framework 
to interpret American society and politics after World 
War II. 
Niebuhr's christian realism takes a prgmatic approach to 
the social and political challenges coupled with Protes-
tant piety. It is a blend of piety and pragmatism. 
Christian faith for Niebuhr always served as an ultimate 
norm for ordering his various commitments. But his sense 
of faith was not some dogmatic absolute removed from the 
vicissitudes of history. To him "Faith" and "experience" 
are in a circular relationship with each other. 
Niebuhrtheological framework is based on Christian 
faith. The central element of which is his understanding 
of human nature as finite and free, being both part of 
nature and transcending nature. As part of nature man is 
subject to historical contingencies but his spirit 
transcends history. 
Man in defying his creatureliness and finiteness commits 
sins. Sin commonly takes the form of pride, and pride 
can be classified into pride of power, pride of knowledge 
and pride of virtue which includes spiritual pride. The 
sin of pride is common to all men, even saints cannot be 
spared. To overcome sin one has to avoid anxiety, and 
freedom from anxiety is possible only through perfect 
trust in God's security. However, anxiety is not only 
the cause of temptation but also a basis of creativity. 
Therefore it is not possible for a sinful man on earth to 
live a life without anxiety. Jesus' teachings "not to be 
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anxious as the heavenly Father knows the things you 
need", and "be perfect as your heavenly Father is per-
fect" are only an ideal which sinful man should strive to 
reach but can never completely achieve in this world. It 
is not a reality but a possibility. As a sinful man one 
cannot save himself through his own effort. He needs the 
redemption of Christ. 
Since man is made in God's image he is capable of loving 
and being loved. Perfect love or sacrificial love cannot 
be realised in this world. Perfect love can only be 
realised in the Kingdom of God which has been disclosed 
to mankind by the first coining of Jesus Christ but its 
fulfilment is to wait for the "parousia". Niebuhr' s 
eschatology gives us hope in the fulfilment of life 
beyond history, which explains why he was sceptical about 
the holiness of man on earth and his statement that all 
men are sinners and the sin of pride is common to all. 
To Niebuhr at the best what sinful man can achieve is 
"mutual love" among individuals and "justice" in the 
collective relationship among groups and classes. 
Justice is a product more of the mind than of the heart. 
It is required to maintain a harmonious relationship 
among members of a society. In order to achieve justice, 
an orderly structure of society is required. Thus a 
"governing centre" which is the government is a prerequi-
site. Since the government is composed of a small group 
of people who may also have the inclination to do injus-
tice and to pursue personal interest to the extent of 
exploiting the people, a system to put a check on them is 
required. Democracy and separation of powers are the 
desirable mechanisms. A society which has order and at 
the same time maintains the spirit of liberty and equal-
ity is a just society. 
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Niebuhr's theological framework for social ethics contem-
plates three levels of ethical dispositions: the relig-
ious, social theoretical, and pragmatic levels. 
On the religious level he puts forward the Christian 
paradoxical vision of human nature, being finite and 
free, and in such a situation, anxiety is inevitable 
which is followed by temptation and sin. To avoid sin 
one has to be free from anxiety which is only possible 
through a complete trust in God. In actual life this is 
not possible on account of human weakness; nevertheless, 
every Christian should strive to achieve perfection by 
freeing himself from anxieties through trust in God's 
promise. Whenever anxiety arises one should overcome it 
by trusting the divine providence, following the example 
of Jesus who prayed, in his anguish, on the eve of his 
cruxification: "Father,“ he said, "if you are willing, 
take this cup away from me. Nevertheless, let your will 
be done, not mine". (Lk 22:42) Although one is not 
possible to discern God's will clearly and certainly 
because his perception is distorted by self-interest and 
sin/ a Christian has to learn to be humble and always in 
search of God's will. 
At the social theoretical level Niebuhr suggests ethical 
norms for social behaviour. Perfect love or sacrificial 
love is an ideal only and cannot be realised in a commun-
ity of sinful men, and therefore "mutual love" is the 
norm for individual behaviour and "justice" for the 
behaviour of groups in a community and communities in 
society. 
To bring his theoretical ethical dispositions into public 
discourse, which is the third level, Niebuhr attempts to 
develop two theoretical strategies that qualify as middle 
axioms: (1) "the test of tolerance" as an orientation to 
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problems of ideological conflict, and (2) "the balance of 
power" as an orientation to problems of political organ-
ization. 
To the writer's understanding, Niebuhr's theological 
framework recognises the fact that Christians must make 
a difficult and painful choice: we can either withdraw 
from society to live a life of absolute pacifism and 
faithful adherence to the teachings of the Sermon on the 
Mount with minimum anxiety, or we must sacrifice our 
religious purity in order to exert an influence on the 
social and political structures of the world, in which 
case we may live out a type of dual life that may create 
an internal tension in the inner self, and we may face a 
dichotomy. But there is no resolving of this conflict in 
the world. Only beyond history, in the Kingdom of God, 
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